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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
Hello everyone and welcome back! 


Before | go any further, to any new readers; this is BOOK SEVEN and will make no sense unless you read the 
rest of the series..thank you ©). 


Now..this one is going to be a little different as this is Carol's story about moving forward in her life now that 


her family is happily settled. 

But don't worry, there'll be plenty of Jon and Richie to keep things interesting and there are no dramatic 
twists or complicated story arcs planned - just a simple story but one that | feel deserves to be told. Carol 
needs her happily ever after. 


Hope you enjoy it.. 


J 


Golden Years 

Chapter Ol 

14 May 2014 

Four Days Post TILOb-TILO4 
Carols POV 


"You didn't need to bring me to the airport, Jon," Carol chided her eldest son, though she secretly loved having 
him all to herself. 


She had just checked in and Jon was escorting her to the security check entrance. Jon carried her small 
carry-on bag, leaving her hand empty to slip into the crook of his elbow as they strolled through the lower 


concourse. 


"| wanted to, Mom," he replied. "You made the trip up here at short notice," he continued, "so it's the least | 


can do." 

"| wouldn't have missed it for the world, sweetheart," she said with a smile. "I'm so happy for you and Richie!" 
"You're not upset that we didn't have everyone there for the wedding?" He looked down at her and Carol had a 
flashback of John Snr. JJ may have inherited her colouring but his handsome features were all from her lost 


first husband. 


"Not at alll" Carol exclaimed. "| was happy to be able to celebrate with everyone when you both got home. And 
that you allowed me to stay a few nights.” 


"Coz you hated all that extra time with JJ, right?!" Jon grinned at her. 


"Absolutely!" she giggled in return. "He's such a delightful little boy and Lia is doing such a good job as his 


mommy." 
"She underestimates herself somedays," Jon offered, "but she's growing as much as, if not faster than JJ is." 
"Lia has been gifted with good role models, sweetheart,” Carol said, patting his arm. 


They slowed as they neared the security gates, coming to a complete stop a few steps from the entrance to 


say their final goodbyes. 


"Now..you and Richie will come down in July? For my birthday? It would be lovely to have Sebastian, Lia, and 


the family too, but | understand that they've got their own lives now." 


"Leave it with me, Mom," Jon said. "I'll see what we can do. But since Richie's birthday is the day before, we 
might have to fly down the next day, on your birthday" 


"Just let me know your plans, Jonny," she nodded. Carol sighed, opening her boarding pass, ready to go through 
security. "Well, | guess this is where you leave me behind," she said. 


"| guess so," Jon replied, enveloping her in a hug. "Safe travels, Mom. Let me know when you're safely at home, 
okay?!" He kissed the top of her head and Carol squeezed him a little tighter. She still hated saying goodbye to 


her son. 


"| promise,” she said with as much normalcy in her voice as she could muster. "Now," she added, pushing him 


back a little even though it was hard to do, "here's some money for the parking." 
"Mom! You don't..." Jon protested, cutting her off and trying to return the folded note back to her. 


"Please, Jonny," Carol implored, pushing his hand back to him. "I want to! And | would've had to spend that, and 


then some, on a cab..so no arguing with me." 
Jon let out a frustrated sigh but smiled down at her. "Thank you, Mom." 
"You're welcome," she nodded. "Now..tell me you love me and off you go back to your car.” 


Since they'd found each other again, it had become an unspoken thing between them that Carol needed to 
watch him leave so that Jon would never have to see his mother leave him again. She hadn't really thought 
about it until she had found Jon, but she had unconsciously done the same with Tony and Matty as they grew 
up and left home, too. 


Jon pulled her against him again and Carol wrapped her arms around his waist, holding tight, as he said, "I love 


you, Mom! Take care and call me tonight when you're home." 


"I love you, too, Jonny," she said, taking a final deep breath before she allowed him free. "Drive safely, 


sweetheart." 


He nodded in acknowledgment and kissed her cheek once more, then started walking toward the parking lot. He 
turned and waved at the doors before disappearing from her view. It was only then that Carol allowed the tear 


to fall onto her cheek. She still hated the few moments after she lost sight of her eldest son 


With blurred vision, Carol turned toward the security gate to start her journey home and immediately collided 


with a tall man. 


"Oh! | beg your pardon," she said, and, in her fluster, dropped her boarding pass to the floor. "Damn it," she 


swore softly and bent down to retrieve it only for it to be scooped up from under her nose. 


"Don't apologise, please. It's not every day that | almost get knocked off my feet by such a pretty lady as 
yourself,” the man said. "| think you dropped this." He held the ticket out with a smile. 


Carol looked up into the warmest green eyes she had ever seen and couldn't help but smile in return. "Thank 
you," she said, feeling a slight blush work its way up her neck when their fingers touched as Carol reached for 
the paperwork. 


He was tall: taller than Matthew, who was the tallest of her three sons, and held a certain air of authority, or 
maybe dignity about him. He had a pleasant smile that softened his face and it carried through to his eyes. His 
hair was completely grey but it was thick and lush and slightly shaggy around the collar. His beard matched 
his hair; well tended, if not just slightly on the longer side of business-like. 


Her fingers itched to reach up and touch the silver strands that brushed his collar. 


"You're welcome, ma'am," he said and touched his forehead in a small salute. "Safe travels, now." He smiled once 
more before Carol lost him in the milling crowd vying for a spot in the queue to pass through the security 
point. 


‘Oh my," Carol breathed and fanned herself with her ticket as she joined the closest queue. 


For the next few minutes, her attention was directed to passing through the rigorous security screening 
process. When she was finished and through to the main concourse, she looked up at the screens that held 


her flight information. Checking her watch, Carol decided that she had enough time to browse through the 


shops for a book or magazine to read on the flight. 


Lost in contemplation of the plentiful reading material, Carol was startled when the call for her flight came 
over the tannoy as she shopped. She quickly made her way to the cashier to pay for the new novel she had 
decided to treat herself to, a couple of magazines, and a small packet of crystalised ginger pieces to help quell 


any travel sickness. 


Hurrying back to her gate, Carol had a small moment of panic that she may have missed an earlier call, 
distracted by the novel and that the flight would leave without her. She breathed a sigh of relief as she 


arrived at her gate, to see that the queue to board was just starting to form. 


Carol joined at the end of the line, tucking her purchases into her carry-on bag as stood in the queue. She was 
still a little flustered from the hurried trip from the gift shop and failed to notice that her boarding pass had, 


once again, fluttered to the floor. 


"Excuse me, ma'am," a familiar deep voice said from over her shoulder. Carol spun around to see the smiling 


face and warm green eyes of the stranger from the security area. 
"Oh!" Carol exclaimed. "It's you!" 
The stranger grinned and replied, "Yes, ma'am. It's me..again. | think you dropped something..again.' 


"Oh!" Carol looked down, equally as ruffled as she had been earlier by the handsome man. In his weathered 
hand, he held her boarding pass..again. "Well..hell and damnation," she muttered and the green-eyed man 


chuckled. 
"You must have dropped it when you were loading up your reading material into your bag," he said, handing 
Carol the pass. "And unless you're a speed reader..or you're predicting a long flight delay," he said, amusement 


tinting his words. "Then | don't think you're going to need both magazines and a book" 


"Hmm? Oh!" Carol exclaimed. "Goodness, no! They're not all for the flight. I've been eyeing off this book for 
some time, you see, so | thought I'd cheer myself up with a treat" 


"Tough day?" he asked as the line shuffled forward, 
Carol sighed and, with a nod, replied, "Goodbyes are always hard. 
"Good afternoon, ticket please?" 


"Don't drop it now," the man chuckled close to Carol's ear. The timbre of his voice sent a small shiver zinging 


up and down her spine. 


"Thank you," Carol murmured to the attendant and moved into the airbridge toward the plane, leaving the 


stranger to make his way behind her. 


She boarded the plane and found her seat easily enough. Jon had tried to insist on upgrading her seat home to 


first class. Carol had refused, but they had reached a compromise on business class. 


She was getting herself comfortable when a deep, throaty chuckle drew her attention. She looked up and saw 


her mysterious stranger once more. 


| swear, ma'am, l'm not a stalker," he said, offering his ticket as proof that he was meant to be seated next 


to her. "But if this makes you uncomfortable, I'll be happy to speak to the staff about moving." 


"Well.fate does seem to have a good sense of humour," Carol said, secretly pleased to be able to spend some 


more time with the intriguing man. "Please..," Carol said indicating the aisle seat. 


"That she does," he replied before loading his carry-on into the overhead compartment and sitting down in the 
seat beside her. "Sgt Major William Brandt, ma'am," he said, holding his hand out, "But you can call me Brand. All 
my friends do." 


The name suited him. Returning the smile, Carol took the offered hand and said, "Carol Blake. It's nice to meet 
you, Brand." 


The large hand wrapped around Carol's smaller one and the warmth of it felt nice, comforting. 
"And it's very nice to make your acquaintance too, Ms Blake," Brand replied, releasing his grasp. 
Oh, please..call me Carol," she said with a little wave of her hand. "Sgt Major?! Are you still serving?" 


"No," Brand said as he buckled himself into the seat, the hubbub of the plane filling up washed around them 


almost as though they were in a bubble. "Retired from the army about..ch, almost fifteen years now." 

"Oh," Carol murmured, thinking of John Snr. If he hadn't had his accident, would he have been retired by now 
too? Would Michael have retired if he hadn't got sick? She had outlived two husbands and, though she still 
loved them both, she couldn't hang on to any regrets, otherwise, she and her family wouldn't be in the good 
place that they were Today. 

'Is..everything okay?" 


"Hmm?" she hummed and pulled herself from her inner thoughts. "I'm sorry. | was remembering my first 


husband." 
"He was an army man?" Brand asked. 


The flight attendants were starting to move up and down the aisles, ensuring seat belts were buckled, smiling 


the friendly but bland smiles as they moved past them. 

"Yes," Carol simply said. 

"What company and rank? | might know him if he trained at Fort Dix," Brand commented. 
"He, um..he started his training there," Carol explained, "but he never finished" 

Brand grunted. "Army life isn't for everyone. What made him leave?" 


"He didn't leave by choice," Carol sighed and looked at Brand's friendly face. "He died. A long time ago. It..it was a 


training accident." 


"I'm so sorry," Brand murmured. "Wait a minute," he said, the lines between his eyes furrowed in thought. 
"Was this back, um, early sixties?" 


Carol nodded. 


"I went through my basic training in Texas not long after that incident,” Brand said. "Apparently the training 
program was overhauled because of it" Brand looked at Carol with sympathy in his eyes. "Again, Carol, I'm 


very sorry for your loss." 


"Thank you, Brand," she replied, offering him a genuine smile even though it was small. "I'm grateful to know 


that John's death wasn't entirely in vain" 


The captain gave the orders, over the speakers, to the attendants to close the door and make ready to take 
off, which meant going through the safety briefing, and both Carol and Brand fell silent. Carol was happy to sit 
and touch on her memories of John whilst half listening to the safety instructions. She'd flown up and down 


between New Jersey and Miami so many times since she and Maggie had found Jon again. 


She stared out the window as the plane taxied down the runway and into position before taking off. Most of 
the occupants fell silent until the plane was safely in the air. 


Brand released a heavy, relieved sigh and Carol turned to him. 
"You're not a good flyer?" she asked. 


"You could tell?" he chuckled. "I'm okay as long as the number of take-offs equals the number of landings each 
time." 


Carol smiled. Michael used to say something similar and he hated to fly, preferring to drive interstate for 


work if flying could be avoided. 


“That's probably why | chose the army over the airforce," Brand continued. "I like to have my two feet on solid 


ground, usually." 
"Most of my family live in New Jersey and New York," Carol offered, "so I've earned my wings." 


"You and your..second husband..live in Florida somewhere then?" Brand asked. "You mentioned your first 


husband, so l'm assuming that you've remarried." 


"Hmm, | did," Carol hedged. "It was several years after John died, though. Michael's now passed too. He suffered 
some major strokes and lingered for quite some time. It was a blessing when he finally left us. Even though my 
boys didn't think so at the time. They were still teenagers and needed their dad, even if he wasn't the 
demonstrative type." 


‘Carol, l-," Brand stuttered. "Oh, boy..'m sorry. | hope | didn't cause any harm by dredging up old memories for 


you. 


"Both have been gone for a long time now, and it was just unfortunate that both had dreadful end-of-live 
experiences," Carol said. "| have made peace with their deaths now. Though | do appreciate your consideration. | 
have my sons and their families to keep me on my toes." 


"How many sons do you have, Carol?" 


Carol smiled at the subject that truly brought her joy. "| have three sons, one son-in-law, Two daughters-in- 


law, seven grandchildren with another on the way, and one great-grandchild..so far." 

"Goodness!" Brand chuckled. "Thats quite a brood for someone so young!" He grinned and winked at Carol. 
"Oh, now..," she giggled, quite flustered by the attractive and pleasant man. "And what about you, Brand? 
You've managed to pull a lot of information from me in such a small time frame. Were you an interrogation 


expert in your military years?" 


Brand let out a loud bark of laughter at her comment. "No, not at all," he said. "Not that it wasn't offered to 
me but | was happy with my lot in life. | was content to leave the difficult decision-making to the COs." 


Brand's demeanor shifted and he scrubbed his hand over his face. "My last posting was overseas," he said, his 
tone subdued. "It was only supposed to be for a year but my wife got sick so | resigned my position to come 


back home and look after her. We had a good three years together before she finally succumbed to cancer." 


"Looks like we've had very similar experiences," Carol said. She wondered if she had that same sad dreamy 


expression when she spoke of Michael or John "Did you have any children, Brand? 
"Hmm," he grunted with a nod. 


"Good afternoon, would you like any refreshments?" the attendant asked, unknowingly breaking the tension in 


the air. 

"A white wine, please," Carol ordered. 

"Do you have a light beer?" Brand asked whilst Carol's order was being prepared. 
"Yes, Sir." 

"Then I'll take one of those, please.” 


A few moments later the attendant moved on to the row behind them, leaving Carol and Brand to return to 


their conversation. 


‘Our son followed in my footstep into the army," Brand said, picking up his story where it was interrupted, 
"until he found his own pathway into being a Warrant Officer. He's currently stationed in Italy, which is where 


I've just come from." 
"Oh! How lovely!" Carol exclaimed. "Does he have a family?" 


"He's engaged to be married to a lovely Italian woman who has a teenage daughter," he replied and Carol could 
tell Brand held a great deal of affection for the new members of his family. "They've been together quite 


sometime now though so the actual ceremony will just be a formality." 


Carol smiled, thinking of Jon and Richie and how much being legally married had removed an unseen weight 


from their shoulders. 


The three-hour flight passed effortlessly as they chatted easily for a good portion of it, only falling silent 
when Brard finally succumbed to jet lag and nodded off for the last hour of the journey. 


Carol had opened one of her magazines with the intention of reading to allow him to sleep but she couldn't help 
glancing his way. Brand was very personable and had a quick sense of humour, and it had felt good to laugh 


with him. 


"Good evening, folks," the captain's voice came over the loudspeaker, startling Carol slightly. She spun her head 


toward the window in case Brand caught her staring when he woke up. 


"Due to some fortuitous tailwinds, we will be arriving in Miami, Florida, approximately thirty minutes ahead of 

schedule. Our cabin staff will shortly be walking around to assist you in any way in preparation for the landing. 
Please return to your seats, fasten your seat belts, and remain seated with your seat belt fastened until the 
Seat Belt sign is turned off. On behalf of the cabin crew, my co-pilot, and myself, thank you for flying with us 
today and we hope you've had a pleasant flight. Cabin crew, prepare the cabin for landing.’ 


Carol looked at Brand again and saw that he was still deeply asleep. Since the crew was making their way 


through the plane, starting at the rear, Carol decided that she should wake him. 


Laying her hand on his forearm, Carol called his name softly. "Brand?" she said, giving him a gentle shake. 


"Brand, we're almost in Miami." 


Brand startled slightly and his green eyes shot open, confused at first. "Caroll" he said with an inhale. "You're 


real," he mumbled through a yawn. 
She smiled at the comment and said, "Very much so, | guess." 


Brand blinked a couple of times before Carol could see that he had figured out where he was. 


"We're coming in to land," she said. "I hope you don't mind that | woke you..instead of the attendant?" 


"Not at all, ma'am," he said, dropping back into his heavy Texan manners. "It's been a while since I've opened my 


eyes To such a pretty sight." 
"Oh! Urn..well.thank you, Brand," Carol stuttered, feeling herself blush with the flattery. 


"The pleasure was all mine, ma'am," Brand smiled, his tone held no trace of artifice as he sorted his seat and 


belongings out. "As nice as its been visiting my son and his family. sure do miss my home and my own bed!" 
"l agree with that wholeheartedly," Carol said. "I've gotten used to pottering around in the mornings so when | 
stay with my family, | don't like to mess with their routines." Carol carefully tucked the magazine she'd hoped 
to read, into the side of her purse. "Though it has been a little easier now that my eldest granddaughter has 
her own house and family." 

"How old is she?" Brand asked. 


"She'll be nineteen in May," she replied. 


"Ahh," Brand nodded. "A couple of years older than my granddaughter. Well, technically by soon-to-be- 


marriage..but she's as good as blood to me." 
"And that's all that matters," Carol offered. 


"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Miami Airport. Local time is 6:45 pm and the temperature is eighty-two 
degrees Fahrenheit or twenty-eight degrees Celcius." 


"That seems pleasant enough," Brand commented at the pilots announcement. "Though the humidity will still be 
around for a little while longer." 


"Hmm. My apartment will still be stuffy," Carol replied. "I should have thought to get Matty to open it up for 
me. Oh, well," she shrugged. 


"Please remain seated with your seatbelts fastened until the aircraft has come to a complete stop and the 
captain has turned off the seat belt signs. Before leaving the aircraft, please check around your seat for any 
personal belongings you may have brought on board with you, and please use caution when opening the 
overhead bins, as heavy articles may have shifted around during the flight" 

"Don't drop your boarding pass again," Brand chuckled. 


"Ive been lucky enough to have a kind stranger pick it up for me before," she replied with a wink 


"Just helping out a pretty lady, ma'am," he returned, accentuating his drawl. 


"Do you have transport home, Carol?" Brand asked as the plane pulled up at the airbridge and the crew began 


their disembarking procedures. 


"Yes. Jon organised a car service for me," Carol said, thinking of the small tussle of wills between her sense of 


independence and her son's safety requirements. Sometimes, it was just easier to give in and accept the offer. 


"The captain has now turned off the Seat Belt signs and we will shortly be opening the doors. If you require 
deplaning assistance, please remain in your seat until all other passengers have deplaned. One of our crew 


members will then be pleased to assist you." 
"What about you, Brand? Do you have a way to get home?" 


"On behalf of Delta Airlines and the entire crew, I'd like to thank you for joining us on this trip and we are 


looking forward to seeing you on board again in the near future. Have a nice evening!" 


The final announcement was the indicator for everyone to start jockeying for position to exit the plane as 
quickly as possible. Brand stood and opened the hatch above his head. He retrieved his carry-all and placed it 
on his vacated seat before reaching for Carol's bag. 


"This is yours, | believe, ma'am," he said, handing the small bag to her. "And to answer your question," he 
continued over the bustle of passengers. "Yes, | pre-arranged an airport transfer to the long-term holding 


facility for my car." 


Carol stood after ensuring all her belongings were gathered, and Brand stepped into the aisle to stop the flow 


of foot traffic to allow Carol to pass out into the walkway ahead of him. 
"Thank you, Brand,” she murmured on her way past before she felt his comforting presence behind her. 


"Pleasure is all mine, ma'am," he drawled with a polite nod. It was easier to picture him in a cowboy hat rather 


than a military uniform, Carol thought. 
Being caught up in the flow of passengers spilling onto the airbridge and ultimately into the air-conditioned main 
floor of the airport, Carol sighed in relief once they were out of the crush. She paused at the seating area to 


centre herself a little and was happy to see that Brand had followed. 


Brand dropped his bag on the closest seat and stretched his back with a groan. "As much as | love seeing my 
family," he said, "I don't enjoy sitting for so long." 


"How long were you flying for?" Carol asked. 


"Hmm..lets see," he said. "| think it was about a ten-hour flight from Italy this time around. Then there's all 
the waiting in between flights and collecting boarding passes from the feet of pretty ladies.” 


Carol looked up and saw the teasing sparkle in the green eyes. "Oh, stop," she giggled in return. "But | do have 
to thank you again for saving me a lot of grief." Carol paused awkwardly at the look Brand was sending her, 


unsure about what to do or say next. "Um, | guess we should go and find our luggage." 


Brand smiled and nodded. "Allow me," he said, reaching for Carol's bag and turning towards the luggage 


collection area. 


They walked in companionable silence to the carousel and Brand insisted on lifting her suitcase off for her as 


well as his own. 


"Well..| guess this is where we say our goodbyes," Carol said as Brand placed the suitcase at her feet. "I see 


my car service at the entrance," she said, pointing to the liveried driver holding a name plaque. 


"| guess so," Brand agreed. "Thank you, Carol, for making the flight home very pleasant. I'm sorry | fell asleep. | 


hope we weren't in the middle of an important conversation?" 


"It was fine," she returned, waving the comment away with a small flick of her hand. "| had fun, Brand, thank 


you." She held her hand out and, thankfully, Brand took it in his warm, large hand. 


"Um..! haven't done this in a long time," Brand hedged, "but..um..would you like to go on a date, Carol?" He 
rushed on with, "It doesn't have to be on a date-date..we can just do a coffee or something like that if you'd." 


‘I'd like that very much, Brand," Carol replied with a smile. "Here, let me give you my number," she said, 
reaching into her purse for a small notebook and pen. Jotting down her number and, after a moment's 
hesitation, her address, Carol tore the small slip of paper out of the notebook and handed it to Brand. "Here 
you go," she said, nervously, hoping that she wasn't being too forward. 


Brand took the paper, and read the information with a smile before folding it carefully and placing it in his 
wallet. "You're closer to the beach than | am but not too far. I'll give you a few days to allow you to settle 


back into your routine before | call." 
"| look forward to it, Brand," she replied as she fought against the urge to sound like a schoolgirl talking to her 
crush. Determinedly, Carol collected her belongings from the floor where they stood and said, "Goodbye, Brand," 


before walking to the waiting driver. 


Relieved of her luggage, Carol looked over her shoulder to see Brand watching her. He waved, pulled out the 


handle on his suitcase, and headed toward one of the transfer desks. 


"Please follow me, Ms Blake," the driver said and led the way to the car. 


Carol was grateful to finally close the front door after the driver had carried her bags inside. She had tipped 
him generously, thanked him, and bid him goodnight. 


Kicking off her shoes, Carol walked around her apartment and opened the windows to let the evening sea 
breeze flush out the predicted stuffiness before contemplating dragging her suitcase up the stairs to her 
bedroom. 

With a wrinkle of her nose, Carol decided to make herself a cup of tea and a sandwich instead. "The laundry 


can wait for tomorrow," she said to herself. Even though it was lovely to visit her family in New Jersey, it 


was always nice to come home to her own house and do whatever she wanted to, whenever she wanted to do 
it. 

Grilled cheese made and tea steeped and poured, Carol made her way into the living room and, placing her plate 
and cup on the coffee table, sat down on her couch. She drew her feet under her and reached for the remote 


control to watch the late-night, local news as she ate her supper. 


Her phone rang suddenly, causing Carol to jump and scatter crumbs everywhere. After a fleeting moment of 


annoyance, curiosity and trepidation quickly took their place. Surely Brand wouldn't call tonight?! 
Carol placed her plate on the coffee table and reached for the house phone. "Hello?!" she asked nervously. 
"Moml | thought you were supposed to call me!" Jon's exasperated voice carried through the earpiece. 


"Jon!" Carol sighed, a little relieved but also a little disappointed that it wasn't Brand after all. "lm sorry, 
sweetheart. | got sidetracked by opening the apartment up and then | made myself some supper." 


Carol heard Jon's sigh, then he said, "Sorry..Rich told me | was panicking too early. Guess he was right" 
"Told you so, Cowboy!" 


Carol smiled at her son-in-law's voice in the background. "Hmm," she hummed but smiled at the obvious love 


between them. "Tell Richie to not be so cocky!" 
"Mom said you need to scold me and show me your cock," Jon snickered to his husband. 
"Jon Francis Bongiovi Jnr! | never said such a thing!" 


"I know..but it works to my advantage later, Mom," Jon said softly, his relief showing in the playfulness in his 


voice. "So how was the flight? Was the car service waiting for you?" 


“The flight was smooth. We actually arrived around thirty minutes early," she explained. "And yes, the car 


service was waiting." 


"That's good," Jon said. "Well, as long as you're home safely, I'll let you finish your supper. | miss you already, 
Mom, but thanks for going home. Richie is planning..our first night as a married couple." 


"Oh! Did | spoil his plans by staying the extra days?" Carol asked 

Not" 

"Yes!" echoed in the background 

Carol laughed at her family's antics. "Have fun, sweetheart. | love you both and miss you too" 


"Thanks, Mom. Talk to you later in the week Love you. Bye!" Jon's last words were taken by a yelp, and, Carol 
had no doubt that Richie had something to do with that. 


Carol sighed happily, thinking how grateful she was that Richie had found Jon in the street all those years ago. 
She had the inkling that, had John Snr survived, they would have had a life filled with loved and laughter, just 


as her son did now. 


Jon was very much like his father and Carol would often go to great lengths to tell him so. Sometimes, he 
would just smile and nod at her words, and other times Jon would encourage her to tell him the stories he'd 
heard multiple times since their reunion. Carol rather suspected that her son did that for her benefit as much 


as his own It kept his father's memory alive for both of them. 


And from what Carol could gather from his mother, Joan, Richie was an exact duplicate of his own father. 
Carol was sad that she'd never got to meet the man that helped raise her son-in-law but she and Joan spoke 


of their late husbands often during visits or phone calls. 


On Carol's first visit to Joan's place for dinner, she was happy to see the many pictures on the wall, including 
ones of Jon and the children. She had been drawn to one particular photo of Jon and Richie together when 
they'd first met, spending long moments just staring at the version of her son that she'd never seen. Joan 
must have noticed her keen interest and had gifted her a framed copy for Christmas. 


Carol looked up to the closest bookcase and instantly laid her eyes on the framed photograph among the many 
of her growing family, and smiled. She hoped that John and Michael were looking down and approving of their 
families. Michael may have been the polar opposite of John Snr in public but Carol knew that Michael had been 
a loving husband and father. Unfortunately, due to his seniority, his line of work, and then his illness, his love 


for his family couldn't have been called demonstrative. 


She had loved and mourned both of her husbands and hadn't really considered meeting someone new..but Brand 


had caught her attention today. 


Carol sought out the photos of her two late husbands and said aloud, "I'm guessing that you either sent Brand 
to me or you at least approve of him. Otherwise, | wouldn't be entertaining the thoughts that | like him so 


soon, would |?! | mean, he's not the first male to talk to me or ask me out on a date since you passed, 


Michael." 


She'd just started touching on the memories of today when her phone rang again. "So which son is this, | 


wonder?" she muttered and reached for the phone. "Hello?" 
"Hi, Mom." 


"Hello, Matty.” Even though her youngest son lived the closest, he was the one that worried about her the 


most, even more so than Jon. "How is work, sweetheart?" 


| haven't stopped since | got back from up north," he grumbled. "Just wanted to make sure you were home 


safely before | head home myself. I'm done for the day." 
"You sound tired," Carol said. "Is everything okay?" 


"Hannah had a bit of a stomach upset last night," Matt sighed. "So we were up a couple of times changing 
bedding and showering her." 


"Oh nol Is it anything to be concerned over?" 


"No. Ronnie's been keeping an eye on her today and she seems to have bounced back," Matt explained. "Just one 


of those twenty-four-hour things that all children seem to get.” 


"Well, then you go home now, sweetheart,” she instructed. "Tell Ronnie | can call around tomorrow to help out 
if need be. Give all the babies hugs and kisses from Grandma, too." 


"I will. Thanks, Mom. G'night," Matt said wearily. 


"Drive safely, Matty. G'night, sweetheart" She waited until she heard the phone beeping in her hand before 


replacing it in its cradle. 


Suddenly feeling weary herself, Carol hit the button to turn off the television and collected her dirty crockery 
to take to the kitchen. Spending a few moments tidying and setting up for tomorrow's breakfast, Carol lugged 
the suitcase up the stairs before returning to check the locks on the doors and turn off the downstairs lights. 


Opting to unpack in the morning, she fished out the necessities from her toiletries bag and prepared for bed. 
Running through just the basics of her usual nighttime routine, Carol slipped between the cool sheets shortly 
afterward. 


Lying in the dark with the moonlight streaming through the sheer curtains, Carol sent up a silent prayer of 
thanks, another nightly habit, and closed her eyes only to have Brand's face dance through her mind's eye. 


Carol smiled to herself and opened her mind to the possibility of a new chapter in her life as she drifted off 
to sleep. 


~ Ke 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
Thanks, everyone, for giving Carol's story a warm welcome. 


You'll see more and more of the family interaction after this chapter. Other than that..there's not too much 
to tell you about this one. 


Please enjoy.. 


J 


Golden Years 

Chapter 02 

One Week Later 

Carol's life had very quickly become busy again since she'd come home from New Jersey. 


Almost inevitably, the twenty-four hour stomach bug had gone through Matt's other children, Chloe and 
Andrew, so Carol had insisted on bringing Hannah to her place whilst the rest of the family dealt with the 
aftermath of catching whatever had infected Hannah. Thankfully, no one had suffered for much more than a 
day but Ronnie, understandably, wanted to do a thorough clean of the house once the two older children had 


gone back to school. 


Hannah was a little ray of sunlight in everyone's lives. At the age of four, she was a wise soul and constantly 
surprised people with the depth of her conversations. Carol had enjoyed having her stay and she often saw 
flashes of Matty as a child in her, with her warm, sunny smile and bright eyes. Hannah had been blessed with 


Ronnie's darker colouring but she had Matt's crystal blue eyes and it made for a startling combination 


Carol had just pulled into the drive of her son's place after Ronnie had given her the all clear to bring Hannah 


home. 


"We're home!" Carol exclaimed. "And it looks as though Mommy has been waiting for you," she said as Ronnie 
opened the front door and stepped out, heading down the short pathway to the drive. 


"Mommy!" Hannah cried. "Quick, Grandma!" 


"I think Mommy's going to beat me to it," Carol said just as Ronnie opened Hannah's door. 
"Mommy!" 


"Hey, Hannah-banana," Ronnie said, reaching in to unbuckle her daughter's car seat. "I've missed yo-oof!" Hannah 


launched herself into her arms. "Have you been a good girl for Grandma? Hi, Carol." 
"Hello, sweetheart," Carol chuckled. "I think she's missed you, too. And she's been the perfect angel." 
"I can't thank you enough for taking her, Carol," Ronnie said, bumping the door closed with her hip. 


"Phht..don't be silly!" Carol exclaimed. "| needed the help at home," she said with a wink, "and Hannah was 
perfect for the job." 


"We baked cookies and slices," Hannah said, excitedly. "Then we packed them up into little boxes and visited some 


of Grandma's really old friends and gave them the cookies." 

Carol smiled, remembering their visit to the old folks home that Carol volunteered at. Hannah had brought 
smiles to everyone she was introduced to. Carol usually went to help out every second week or so and had 
needed to cancel her last visit due to her short notice trip to New Jersey, so having Hannah with her this 
time had made up for not being around. 


"Did you now?!" Ronnie enthused. "Was that the only thing you did with Grandma?" 


"We went to the beach and the park..." the little girl rattled off what seemed to be every moment of every 
day with her grandmother. 


"Do you want to come in, Carol?" Ronnie asked overtop of Hannah's recitation 


"As much as l'd love that, Ronnie, | do have a hair appointment this afternoon," Carol replied. "But I'm glad 


everyone is healthy again. I'll pop over sometime this weekend and visit with the others." 


"You know you're always welcome," Ronnie smiled. "Hannah, go say goodbye to Grandma" She set her daughter 


on the ground and Hannah raced to Carol, who scooped her up. 
"Goodbye, Grandma! Thank you for having me while Chloe and Andy were puking and pooping," she said. 


Carol chuckled at the four-year-old honesty and hugged her granddaughter tight. "You're welcome, sweetheart. 
You take care of your brother and sister. No fighting, okay?!" 


The eyeroll and sigh in return, were a worthy facsmilie of a teenager's disdain. "Okay, Grandma," Hannah replied 


and Carol set her down after covering her with kisses. 


Carol hugged her daughter-in-law and said, "Give yourself a break, too. Tell that son of mine to toe the line.” 


"He's been pulling his fair share of work around here," Ronnie smirked. "And when he doesn't, he misses out on 


all this." Ronnie did a little shimmy and giggled. 
"Now that's what | call a motivational factor," Carol stated with a wicked smile. "I'll talk to you later, Ronnie." 


Carol slipped into the car and started the engine. With a final wave goodbye, she backed onto the street for 
the drive back to her own neighbourhood. 


Carol left the salon feeling refreshed. Her hair had been cut and a soft blow wave done into the style that she 
preferred. It was lovely to catch up with the other ladies in the salon, both the stylists and regular 
customers. 

She'd been going to that establishment since she moved down to Miami and they'd quickly welcomed her as a 


new friend. Each knew all about the other as they'd had years to spill secrets, celebrate new life and mourn 
lives lost. 


"Hello, ladies," she sing-songed as she walked into A Cut Above. 


‘Caroll Youre back!" Freida, the salon's owner, exclaimed. "Where did you disappear to, young lady? We were a bit 
worried when you cancelled your last appointment at such short notice." 


"Well, there was an unexpected surprise party back in Jersey that | just had to go to," Carol said as Gigi sat her in 
a chair at the wash station She waited a beat to make sure she had everyone's attention. ‘Jon and Richie got 
legally married while on their vacation in Hawai!" 

"Oh! That's marvellous, Carol!" 

"They must be thrilled!" 

"They were. They are !" Carol nodded. "They look as blissfully happy as all newlyweds should" 

"When did they get home?" 


"Oh, last week," Carol said 


"So you stayed with your sister? Or Tony? g 


"I stayed with Jon and Richie," Carol shrugged as Gigi wrapped her in towels and a cape. 

‘Carol Blake! You stayed with your newly married son and son-in-law?!" 

"They offered and I said yes," she exclaimed She leaned back and placed her head into the wash tray. 
‘Honey, you got some balls doin’ that," Gigi said as she started wetting Carol's hair. "Or your hearing is going!" 


‘Oh, please," she scoffed. ‘Its not lke me being there has stopped them any other time Ive stayed They think I 
can't hear them..but | always travel with earplugs, just in case. Not that they were doing much of anything for the 
first couple of nights | was there. They seemed rather wiped out. | guess there wasnt much sleeping going on in 


Hawaii" 


A raucous laugh filled the salon and Carol was peppered with questions which made her time in the chair fly past 
These were her kind of people and she enjoyed the company of the other females 


Letting herself inside her apartment, Carol checked her reflection in the hall mirror and gave a little nod of 
satisfaction. The almost-platinum blond of her youth had given way to soft grey over the years and every 
now and again, Gigi managed to convince her to put some silver highlights through it to give it a little sparkle. 
Today had been one of those days, and Gigi had also surprised her with small flashes of a soft mauve. 


Placing her handbag and shoes on the steps to take up stairs the next time she went, Carol padded into the 
kitchen. Putting the kettle on for a cup of tea, she then opened the fridge to find herself something for dinner. 
Seeing the makings of a simple salad waiting in the crisper and some leftover chicken from last night's dinner 


with Hannah, Carol nodded in satisfaction She would enjoy that later. 


While the water boiled for her tea and with dinner planned, Carol opened the back door and stepped out into 
the pleasant late afternoon breeze for a moment of gratefulness with nature. Moving from the small patio 
area and onto the grass, Carol wiggled her toes and let the blades tickle in between them. She closed her eyes, 


turned her face toward the sinking sun and breathed deeply. 


Having Hannah with her for the last couple of days had meant that Brand had been pushed from her mind and 


Carol was just about to open that box of memories when the the kettle's whistle sounded. 
"lm coming," she muttered, taking one more look around before heading back inside. 
A few minutes later, with her cup of tea made and both doors’ locks checked, Carol collected her shoes and 


bag in her free hand and walked upstairs to her bedroom. Letting her shoes drop to the floor, she tossed her 
purse onto the bed before placing the mug of tea carefully on the nightstand. 


She planned on finally starting the novel she'd bought at the airport and wanted to be comfortable in case she 
dozed off while reading, so Carol stepped into her closet and changed into a comfortable lounge suit before 
climbing onto the bed and getting settled. Sure, there was washing to do from the bed Hannah had used but 
that could wait until tomorrow. Right now, she was long overdue some Carol-time. 

Opening the book to the first chapter, a flash of green eyes passed through her mind's eye and she smiled a 


little sadly. The longer the week went on without contact from Brand, the more likely it was that she wouldn't 
hear from him. With a sigh, she took a sip of tea and started the chapter. 


About an hour later, tea finished and five chapters into the book, Carol's phone rang. Absently, she picked up 
the bedside extension. "Hello?" 


"Good evening, ma'am. Hope | didn't disturb you none?" Brand's Texan drawl melted through the phone line and 


Carol sat up in surprise. 
"Brand?" 
"You remembered my name. Now that's always a good sign," he chuckled. 


"Well, | don't have dementia just yet," she returned with a slight giggle. "But I'm glad you called tonight rather 


earlier in the week" 

"0h?!" 

| had an unexpected visitor for a couple of days," Carol hinted. "My youngest granddaughter, Hannah. She'd 
brought a tummy bug home from a play date and, although she got over it pretty quickly, she'd given it to 
the rest of the family too. So | brought her here when she'd recovered, to give the rest of them ore less to 
worry about." 


"Everyone is okay now, | assume?" Brand asked, 


"Yes!" Carol said. "That's the advantage of having family in medicine. Or sometimes a disadvantage," she 


chuckled, thinking of all the times Matt had panicked over the smallest illnesses. 
"| can imagine," Brand replied. 
"And how has your week been, Brand?" 


"Not as eventful as yours, it seems," he said. "| caught up with a few friends. Played a round of golf. Washed 
my clothes and cleaned the house a little. It had gotten a little dusty while I'd been away." 


‘Oh, so your wife did manage to domesticate you?" Carol joked. 


"More like the other way around," Brand said. "Army discipline, remember?!" 


"Of course," Carol mumurmed. Brand didn't sound upset but she would have felt horrible if mentioning his late 


wife cause him any distress. "I'm sorry.” 
"What for?" he sounded a little exasperated. 
"Well..| guess, | know about the pain of losing someone," she replied. "So | didn't want to reopen any old wounds." 


"Jill and | had made our peace with her illness," Brand said, calmly. "And | choose to remember her with 


happiness, not sadness. But thank you, Carol.” 
There was a slight pause before the Texan spoke again 


"Carol, |..was wondering if you'd like to grab that coffee, or lunch tomorrow? Or perhaps you'd even consider 


having dinner with me." 


Carol smiled and did a little wiggle of happiness on the bed. Composing herself quickly, and in her calmest voice, 
said, "I'd love to take you up on that offer of dinner, Brand." 


"Well..that's great," he said. "Do you want to meet somewhere or should | pick you up?" 


"Um..," Carol hummed, thinking quickly. "How about we meet somewhere in the middle? | know a little place, I've 


been dying try out” 

"Sounds perfect," he replied "What's the address?" 

Carol gave Brand the address of a small local restaurant and they organised a time to meet. 
"lll phone them in the morning," Brand said, "and check if we need to make a reservation" 


Their conversation flowed easily and Carol gasped when she noticed how long they had been chatting. "Oh, my.. 


look at the time," she exclaimed. "I've yet to have my dinner tonight" 
"You're such a good listener, Carol," Brand drawled, "that | let my words get away with me." 
"I hope that doesn't mean we won't have anything to talk about tomorrow," Carol said. 


"Somehow, | doubt that will happen," he said, his warm drawl sending a little shiver of anticipation down Carol's 


spine. "Ill say goodnight then, and | look forward to seeing you tomorrow, Carol.” 


"Goodnight, Brand," she said "and thank you. I'll see you tomorrow." She leaned over and replaced the receiver in 
the cradle before falling back into her pillows with a sigh. 


Rolling to her side, facing the nightstand where Michael and John Snr's photos sat, Carol reached out and 
touched each frame and said, "| hope you both approve..because | think | like Brand..a lot. Please give me a sign 
that you do approve." 


Carol lay there for a while longer, uninterested in her book now, until her stomach rumbled loudly. 


‘Oh, okay," she replied, looking down at her stomach as she rolled into a sitting position. "I guess its been a 
while since I've fed you." 


Placing a well used bookmark in the pages she was reading, Carol tucked the novel under her arm to continue 
later, before heading downstairs to make her salad. 


Carol was nervous on her drive to the restaurant and found herself having to double back once or twice 
because she'd missed a turn off due to her inattention to details. She'd spent an inordinate amount of time 
choosing what to wear and had been very particular with her makeup too, but had also planned ahead enough 


to give herself enough time in case of traffic..or wrong turns. 


The day had dawned to cloud cover and a slight drizzle that made everything hot and sticky and Carol knew 


that her new blow wave would suffer if she spent too much time out in the unpleasant humidity. 

Pulling into the parking lot with around ten minutes to spare, Carol was contemplating which was the best 
option, sitting in her car or making the dash to the restaurant, when the light shower of rain suddenly stopped 
and she saw Brand appear from around a corner of the building. 


Carol gasped; her hand flying to her mouth in surprise. 


Not only was he bathed in a single breakthrough beam of late afternoon sunlight but when Carol looked beyond 
the Texan she noticed the signage for the restaurant..a large blue butterfly. 


Squeezing her eyes closed against the sudden prickle of tears, Carol whispered, "Thank you, my loves." 
With a renewed happiness at her late husbands’ blessings, Carol opened her car door and stepped out. Turning 
her face up to the sky, the rain still holding off, she breathed deeply as the beam of sunlight touched her 


face. 


"Caroll" Brand called, drawing her attention. Returning his wave, Carol closed her car door and locked it before 


tucking the keys into her purse and crossing the parking lot to the entrance of the restaurant. 


Brand smiled as she got closer and it was as warm and welcoming as the sun on her face. 


"There you are, pretty lady," he said, taking Carol's hand and kissing the backs of her fingers. "I'm very happy 


To see you again, Carol." 

"As am |, Brand," Carol said with a soft smile. She felt a little warm and giddy from the attention, and would 
swear that she was blushing like a schoolgirl. "I've been looking forward to seeing you too. l'm glad you called 
last night." 

He really was a handsome man in a Sam Elliot kind of way, right down to the mustache, with the way his eyes 
crinkled when he smiled and his cheeks dimpled into deep lines. His eyes were the loveliest shade of green that 


reminded her of the tropical rock pools in far off lands that she'd seen in some travel documentary. 


"Is this where | admit that I've been thinking about you too?" Brand said in a mock whisper. He held his arm 
out and continued with, "I've made a reservation so shall we continue this inside?" 


Carol nodded and slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow and Brand laid his other hand over hers briefly 
before they took the few steps to the front door. Brand, reaching for the door handle and opening it for her, 


allowed Carol to enter first. 


The interior was cool and atmospheric with its darker wood furnishings, sage coloured walls and an almost- 
midnight blue ceiling with the downlights sparkling like stars in a clear night sky. 


"Welcome to Ulysses Blue, folks. Do you have a booking?" 
"Yes," Brand said. "Under the name of Brandt. | rang this morning." 


The dark-haired server smiled, checked the list and nodded. She gathered up two menus and said, "Follow me, 


please.” 

Brand held the seat out for Carol as the server placed the menus on the table in front of them. 
"Can | get you some drinks?" the girl asked pleasantly. 

"Ill have a white wine spritzer, please," Carol soid. 

"And lll take a light beer," Brand added. 

"Ill be back in a couple minutes," she said, leaving them to study the menu. 


Drinks were brought over from the bar, meal orders taken and Carol lost herself to the good company and 


interesting conversation that barely paused for them to savour the delicious meal. 


Almost no stone had been left unturned in their mutual back and forth of getting to know each other further.. 
families, schooling, travel, the army. The only boulder that was firmly stuck solid in the muddy depths of 


Carol's past was the one that hid the brief period of time after John Snr died. Carol didn't think it was the 
time or place to dig that one out of its resting place just yet, gently guiding Brand away from that possible 
sticky situation by diverting the questions back to him. 


"Hi, folks," a voice interrupted them some time later. "How was your meal?" A young man, possibly in his later 


thirties and dressed in a chef's uniform, was smiling down at them. 
"If they were your creations, Chef," Brand said, “then my compliments to you. The fish was delicious." 


"It was wonderful, thank you," Carol added with a genuine smile. The fish had been full of flavour, light and 


flakey and the salad was colourful with an interesting dressing. 


The man smiled and executed a small bow. "Thank you. Yes, the sea bass is a favourite, both of mine and my 


customers.” 


Now that she wasn't so involved in the conversation with Brand, Carol noticed that the restaurant was empty 


apart from the staff. She checked her watch. 
‘Oh my," she exclaimed. "Are we the last ones?" 


"You are," the chef chuckled and spread his hands as he indicated the empty room. "We left it until the last 


moment to disturb you. I'm sorry, but we need to close shortly.” 


"Well, it's very kind of you to let us stay this late," Brand said. "I'll get the bill while you're sorting yourself 
out," he continued to Carol, standing as she gathered her purse and jacket. "Don't forget to check on the floor 
for your boarding pass," he chuckled. 


"Oh, youl" Carol scoffed happily, flapping her hand at him. 


Silently watching the banter with a small, indulgent smile, the chef said, "Please follow me," then led Brand to 
the counter to pay for the meals. 


Carol knew instinctively that Brand wouldn't allow her to pay for her meal but she could leave a generous tip 
for their server. Withdrawing several bills from her wallet, Carol tucked them beneath her empty glass, waved 
to their server in thanks and then joined Brand. 


He was talking to the chef, thanking him again and expressing that he'd be recommending them to his friends. 
"Thank you," the young professional said, handing Brand's credit card back to him. "We're still relatively new and 


have been building our reputation from scratch. We sincerely appreciate the support. Please come back again 


soon." 


"l'Il bring my family next time they're in town," Carol said, knowing Richie wouldn't mind. "My son-in-law and | 


have birthdays a day apart. They're flying down after his birthday." 


Smiling politely, the chef nodded and said, "I look forward to seeing you then but | do hope you'll visit again 


soon" 
With final goodbyes said, Brand guided Carol out of the restaurant into the slightly cooler evening air. 


"Please allow me to walk you to your car, pretty lady," Brand said, his low drawl melted over Carol like honey 


on a warm bun. 


Carol slipped her hand into the crook of Brand's extended arm as they strolled through the parking lot to 


Carol's car. 


"Well..this is me," she said, coming to a stop in front of her small sedan Carol turned and faced Brand. "I had a 


wonderful time, Brand. Thank you. | haven't felt so at ease with someone, so quickly, in a long time." 


"And | had the company of a good conversationalist," Brand replied, "who just so happened to be a very pretty 
lady." He took Carol's hands in his own and kissed the backs of her fingers and, rather than letting them go, he 
held them against his chest between them. Carol could feel the strong, steady rhythm of his heart beneath 
her hands. 


"Its been a hot minute since a man has paid me this many compliments, Brand," Carol commented softly. 


"Then | plan on rectifying that," he smiled. "A pretty lady such as yourself, deserves many compliments." Brand 
took a small step closer. "Would you think it too forward if | tell you that I'd really like to kiss you right now?" 


Brand's eyes were now a murky, dark green, and Carol couldn't decide if it was from the dusky lighting or, 
wishful thinking, his desire for her. 


"| think I'd like that, Brand," she breathed as the butterflies, as big as the one on the signage, took flight within 
her belly. "Very much." 


A ghost of a smile played on Brand's mouth a moment before he bent forward and touched his lips to hers. 
Brand's lips were soft yet firm against hers as his breath mingled with her own and his facial hair tickled her 
face. Brand slid his hands from hers and gently cupped her face in them as his tongue shyly touched the seam 


of Carol's lips. 


It would be all too easy to give in to the awakening feelings within her, but Carol knew that this was not the 
right time. 


With great effort, Carol drew away and Brand slowly opened his eyes, gazing down at her with a small frown 
creasing between his eyes. 


‘lm sorry, Carol," he said. "| rushed you." 


"Don't apologise, Brand, please. l-1 wanted to keep going," she said bashfully, "but um..the parking lot probably 
isn't the best place." 


Brand looked around and let out a bark of laughter. "No, | guess it isn’t," he said. "I completely forgot where | 
was..a pretty lady with sweet kisses will do that to a man" 


"Brand, |-," Carol started before he laid a finger over her lips. 


"I'd like to see you again, Carol," he said. "I don't know exactly what it is..but | feel like there's something 


drawing me to you." 


Taking his hand and pecking at the fingertip that had silenced her, Carol said, "| understand. | feel the same 
pull" She looked over Brand's shoulder, up to the restaurant signage and said, "My first husband loved the 
colour blue and | believe that he has often found a way to give me signs. Previously, they've been blue 


butterflies." Carol pointed to the Ulysses Blue sign and Brand turned to look where she'd indicated. 
"Huh," Brand huffed. 


"And when | saw you come around the side of the building earlier today," she continued, "you were walking in 


the only rays of sunlight around" 
"Your second husband?" Brand asked and Carol nodded. 


He took a step back, scrubbing his hand over his face before tipping his head back to look at the sky as 
though searching for something. "Well.hell," Brand cursed softly. He kissed his fingertips and sent it skyward 
before facing Carol again. "villy..my wife..always told me to look for the sunshine in the night and the sparkle in 
the sky." 


It was Carol's turn to frown in confusion. 
"Sirius," he said, pointing to the sky. 


Carol tipped her head back to see the bright star sparkling strongly above them as she felt Brand's fingers 


touch her hair. 


"And the sunshine in the night," Brand continued. "I could never figure out what that part was supposed to 


mean..until now." Tucking Carol's hair behind her ear, Brand trailed his finger along her jaw until he reached the 


point, and tilted her chin. 


Carol's breathing was shallow from the anticipation and wonder of it all as Brand's gaze slid over her face 
from hairline to mouth. Her tongue involuntarily darted out to wet her lips making Brand's mouth twitch into a 


small smile before he bent and kissed her chastely. 


‘May | call you tomorrow, Carol?" Brand asked after clearing his throat. He took a small step back leaving Carol 


wanting to shuffle forward, back into his warmth again. 


‘I'd like that very much, Brand," she replied. With a disappointed sigh, Carol continued with, "I guess we should 
head home before it gets any later." 


Brand's sigh was equally heavy with regret. "| hate to admit it but you're probably right" 
"Is your car parked far off, Brand?" 


"No," he said, turning to point in the direction Carol had seen him coming from earlier. "Just a few spaces over 


that way." 


"Then I'll sit in my car and wait for you to drive past," Carol said, "then follow you out. That way | know you 
got to your car safely." 


Brand nodded. "That sounds like a grand plan, pretty lady." He kissed Carol's cheek. "Thank you again..for coming 
out with me tonight. | had a wonderful time." 


"So did |," Carol said. "I'll look forward to speaking with you tomorrow then. Goodnight, Brand." 


He saw her safely into her car, ensuring she locked the doors behind her and had the ignition turned over 


before walking away to his car. 


"Oh boy! Thank you, my loves, for sending Brand to me. Are you telling me it's time to start living again?" Carol 
breathed. Her voice sounded shaky to her own ears in the muffled quiet of her car. "I like him very much and 


its obvious that you do too. | love you and | miss you both." 


Carol waited in the quiet for a sign from her late husbands but instead saw headlights from across the 
parking lot, moving in her direction She put her own car into gear and readied herself to pull out, gently 
pushing thoughts of John Snr and Michael aside for the moment. 


Brand slowed as he passed in front of her car and gave her a wave. Carol waved back and released the parking 
brake then eased slowly out as Brand drove toward the exit. He gave her a final wave goodbye and pulled out 
into the traffic in the opposite direction to the one Carol needed to drive. She watched his tail lights for as 
long as possible before he disappeared then turned her attention, the best she could, to the traffic around her 


as she headed home with a smile on her face. 


a 


Chapter Three 


Author's Notes: 
"Man, it's a hot one 


Like seven inches from the midday sun" 


Bringing you this week's chapter from a very hot and humid heatwave down here.hope you enjoy it! (Its way 
too hot to waffle on today ¢ @) 
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Golden Years 
Chapter 03 
[2th July 2014 


Jon POV 


Jon shook his head and groaned to himself. It was far too early in the day to be boarding the private jet they 
had hired to fly them to Miami, with a hangover and a husband who, he would swear, was still slightly drunk. 
The only joy so far this morning had been seeing JJ again for the ride to the airport that Lia had given them. 


Already boarded, ahead of them, waited his petulant younger brother and family. 


Richie had offered to hire the jet when Carol had requested all her boys be there for her birthday this year 
because she had some news. Realising that, due to Richie's own celebrations, they would have to travel down 
on Saturday morning, it made sense for them all to travel together. And it gave Tony no excuses for him not 


to be there, regardless of his outburst last night. 


They'd celebrated Richie's birthday the evening before with Joan and the family, including Eddie and Flo, at 
Richie's favourite Polish restaurant. Sylvie and Nick had been unable to make it this year, as they'd taken a 


cruise for their summer vacation. 


On arrival, they had been greeted warmly since they were considered regulars now and shown to a table that 


was set into an alcove, giving the large party some privacy but still allowing easy access for Eddie's walker. 


After Eddie's stroke, he was able to take short walks with the aid of his walker but the effort quickly zapped 


the once lively man of his energy. 


Sebastian had brought his latest girlfriend, so new that Jon couldn't remember what the poor girl's name was. 
Seb seemed enamoured even though Jon caught her shooting glances toward Richie throughout the night. Jon 
knew the budding relationship wasn't going to last; the few that had lasted more than a couple of months had 
been the ones that weren't immediately starstruck by who Seb's father was. 


Jordan, Lia, and JJ were the last to arrive, apologising profusely. 


‘lm sorry we're late, Papa," Lia said, rushing to give everyone her trademark kissies leaving Jordan to bring up 


the rear with JJ in his arms. 


"That's okay, Babygirl,” Richie said, standing to hug their daughter once she'd made her rounds of her 
grandparents. "You made it, thats the main thing." 


"I've just been so scattered lately," Lia huffed. "If it weren't for Jordan, | might have left JJ at home." 

All heads swivelled to Jordan who let out a quick laugh. "Don't worry," he said, handing JJ to Jon and then 
helping Lia with her jacket before taking his own. "He was already in his car seat. But she did have to go back 
into the house to get JJ's diaper bag and the present. By the way, Happy Birthday, Richie." 

"Thanks, Jords," Richie said, shaking hands with his son-in-law. "Now that everyone is here," he continued and 
waved to a waiter that was lurking around in readiness to take orders, "let's get this party happening, shall 
we?!" 

Drink orders were taken and the conversation flowed freely as the food was discussed at length and Jon gently 
wrestled his copy of the menu from his grandson, who had just reached the stage of grabbing anything and 
everything within reach. 

Feeling a buzzing in his back pocket, Jon swore lightly to himself before handing JJ over to Richie. 

"Go to Grandpa, bubba," he said to JJ. "I got a call coming in, Mookie," he explained when his husband shot him 
a questioning look as Jon placed JJ in his lap. "Just order me the usual if | don't get back in time." Jon stood 


and excused himself from the table, sliding his phone out of his jeans pocket. 


He frowned at seeing his brother's name on the screen as he made his way to the exit, stepping outside into 


the balmy evening air. "What's up, man?" Jon answered the phone. 
"We're not going tomorrow," Tony's gruff voice carried through the earpiece. 


"What the fuck?!" Jon barked in surprise. "Whaddya mean you're not going?" 


"We're not going, Jon What part of that do you not understand?" Tony said. The wave of animosity rolled 


through the airwaves as surely as if his brother was standing right beside him. 

"But its Mom's birthday!" Jon replied. "And she's asked for all of us to be there specifically to meet Brand" 
"Exactly!" Tony returned. 

"So, what's the problem?" 

"| dunno," his brother replied. "l.l just don't think she should be rushing into anything. It's too soon" 


"Why?" Jon asked as the frown deepened between his eyes just as quickly as the frustration with his sibling 


grew. "| mean, l'm sure she's dated men before Brand. She's probably even slept with a-" 

"Shut your mouth, asshole," Tony growled. 

"Your dad's been gone a long time now, man. Don't you think Mom deserves some happiness?" 

"You keep Dad out of this! Mom loved Dad!" 

"No doubt about it," Jon countered. "I've heard the way she's spoken of Michael. And it's the same way she 
speaks about my dad. | doubt that, just because Brand is in the picture now, Mom is gonna wipe them from 
her life?! You're behaving like a fuckin’ toddler having a tantrum." 

"Fuck. You," Tony grunted at him. "We're still not going, Jon" 

"Like hell, you're not! You'll get your ass on that fuckin’ plane tomorrow or.." The phone was ripped from his 
hand at the same time as an arm went around his waist. Jon stiffened, ready to fight off an attacker until he 
smelled Richie's aftershave enveloping him. He twisted to see Richie giving him the evil eye. 

"Tony?" Richie said into the phone after looking at the screen then released Jon, who took the opportunity to 
stomp away. "Oh..hey, darlin’. No, it's Richie. Thanks, Laura. We're at the restaurant now." Richie sent Jon a 


pointed look. "They're about to bring out the meals." 


Jon could only hear one side of the conversation but obviously, Laura, Tony's wife, had done something similar 


to Tony as Richie had done to him. 


"What are these two fighting over?" his husband asked. Jon noticed Richie eyeing him as he paced up and down 


in frustration. "You're kidding me?!" 


"See?!" Jon hissed, spreading his hands. 


"Right," Richie continued. "Are you sure you don't need any help?!" He paused, listening. "Okay, then we'll see the 
two of you in the morning, darlin." Richie listened again before his face softened into a smile. "Thanks. We can 
celebrate more tomorrow. G'night” Richie sighed as he hit the red button to disconnect the call. 


"They're coming?" Jon asked as Richie held the phone out to him. 


"Hmm," his husband nodded. "Laura said she thinks that Tony's being an ass because he's scared to see Carol 
with another man. But they'll both be at the airport tomorrow morning, bright and early. She said she's got 
ways to make him comply. Whatever that means," he shrugged. 


Jon looked at his husband incredulously before sliding his arms beneath Richie's jacket and pulling him close. 
Its not that hard to imagine," Jon cooed, nuzzling the spot beneath Richie's ear. "What are the two ways that 


| use to make you do something you don't want to do?" 


Richie's hand fell onto the curve of Jon's ass and pulled him closed. "Sex," he purred "Which | hope is going to 
be part of my birthday present later, Cowboy. 


"If you're a good boy, it will be," he replied, nipping on Richie's earlobe. "And the other?" 


There was a loud rap on the window behind them. Both turned to see Sebastian shaking his head at them 
before indicating they should come back inside. 


"Damned kid's still a cockblocker at twenty-three,’ Richie growled before dropping a quick kiss to Jon's mouth. 
Releasing his hold, Richie straightened himself and pulled his jacket closed for the walk back inside the 


restaurant. 
"Hey!" Jon said. "You didn't answer my question. What's the other?" 


"The other? You shut the candy store, Cowboy," Richie replied, "and leave me hanging out like an addict looking 


for a fix. Like | am, right now." 


Jon snorted in amusement as Richie opened the restaurant door for him to pass by, pinching his ass as he 
followed behind him. "That candy store better be..wide open..tonight, Cowboy," he said just loud enough for him 


to hear. 
Once they were back inside and seated again, meals were served and the celebrations continued. 


Jon, still more than a little frustrated with his younger sibling, gulped at his wine before calling for another. 


"Just bring the bottle over, thanks," he said to the drink waiter. 


Then, after dessert, Richie was inundated with presents. His husband opened each one with childlike enthusiasm, 
genuinely delighted with the gifts. Lia and Jordan had insisted on going last and even with Jon's prompting and 
reminder calls over the past couple of weeks, Lia still refused to tell him what their gift would be. 


"Our turn, Papa," she said, handing over a gift bag stuffed with rainbow-coloured tissue paper. "Even though 
this is your birthday present, Papa," their daughter said before leaning back against Jordan, "it's actually one 
for you and Daddy." 


Jon looked at Lia, then to Richie who shrugged then started pulling the tissue from the bag. Richie peered into 
the bag before tipping the contents into his hand. It was a roll of white cloth bound with a rainbow ribbon 


A chorus of What is it and Open it from everyone around the table. Jon looked around at his family, the red 
wine giving him a slightly distorted view but when he caught sight of his daughter, he noticed that Lia was 
glowing and that Jordan's arm was wrapped around her protectively. His eyes slid to the place in front of her 


and he realised that there had only been water in the glasses in front of her. 


It suddenly clicked with Jon, the scatterbrained stuff, the excuses about not being able to have visitors in the 


mornings, being asked to watch JJ while Lia went on errands ..she was pregnant again. 
"What the hell," Richie swore softly beside him, inspecting the rolled cloth. 
"Just open it, Papa," Jon said, laying his hand on his husband's thigh. 


Richie pulled at the ribbon, tucking it back into the bag before he shook the cloth out to reveal a tiny onesie. 
On the front of it in rainbow print were the words Grandbaby #2. 


"LILI!" Richie gasped before almost leaping from his seat to the other side of the table where their daughter 
sat, scooping her up. "Best birthday present ever, Babygirl." 


"What is it, Jon?" Flo asked from his right side, unable to move since JJ had fallen asleep on her. 


Rescuing the onesie from Richie's seat where it had fallen in his excitement, Jon held it up for everyone 


around the table to see, which caused a great flurry of excitement amongst the grandparents. 
Jon rose from his seat and moved to where his husband and little girl stood. 
"Daddy, are you happy?" she asked with a watery smile when he stopped just in front of his family. 


"Aww, LiLi," he said, brushing away the tears that had fallen on her cheeks. "You have to ask that?! Of course, 
I'm happy, baby! I'm so proud of you." Jon pulled Lia into his arms and held his little girl tightly. 


"Thanks, Daddy," Lia said with a watery giggle. 


Jon turned to his son-in-law and extended his hand, "Congratulations, Jordy." 


The younger man took his extended hand firmly and said, "Thanks, Jon. It was a little earlier than we had 
planned but..," Jordan shrugged before Seb clapped a hand on his shoulder and spun him around. 


"You been sleepin with my sister again?" Seb growled. 


"Seb," Jon warned but received a quick wink from his son after which he allowed himself to relax. He didn't 


need a repeat of the kids’ first pregnancy announcement in a crowded restaurant. 

"I been sleepin’ with my wife, dickhead," Jordan chuckled, throwing his arm over Seb's shoulder. The two boys, 
having grown up together, were constantly giving each other a hard time over one thing or another but it was 
always done in good fun 

"Congrats, brother,” Seb said and completed the hug, slapping his best friend on the back. 


"Have you told your parents?" Jon asked, picturing Sylvie's reaction to the news. 


"We have. Well, they should have the news by now anyway," Jordan grinned. "Lia gave them a similar gift with 
instructions not to open it until today." 


Both Jon and Seb winced, groaning in unison as well. 
"That would have killed Sylvie to hold onto it for that long," Seb said. 


"Or she would have killed Nick if he tried to get in the way of her opening it," Jon added with a chuckle. 


Jordan sighed, shaking his head. "Either way, we're expecting some kind of communication from them in the 


next twenty-four hours!" 

The evening wrapped up quickly after the excitement. With Sebastian's help getting Flo and Eddie into their car 
before he and his date continued on to spend the right back at Rosie's, Lia and Jordan offered to drive Joan 
home with the promise of collecting them bright and early to take them to the airport in the morning. 


"So no sleeping in, you two!" Lia admonished her fathers. "| don't want to have to chase your drunken asses out 


of bed." 
‘Its not like the plane can leave without us!" Richie shrugged. "That's why we're flying private jet, Babygirl." 


"Hmm," Lia hummed. "I still don't need to see that first thing in the morning when my stomach is rebelling 


anyway." 


Lia kissed them goodnight once more before Jordan, with a sleeping JJ in his arms, guided her from the 


restaurant leaving Jon and Richie to get a car service back home. 


"Happy birthday, Uncle Richie!" Emily's little voice cried out brightly as Richie stepped into the cabin ahead of 


Jon. "Hi, Uncle Jon!" 

"Hey, kiddo,” Richie said, bending to receive their niece's hug first. "Thank you for the birthday hug." 

| made you a picture, too!" Tony and Laura's youngest exclaimed, holding out a colourful sheet of paper. Jon 
had almost forgotten that it had been decided that Emily was travelling with them, too young to be left in her 
brothers’ care but more so that she wanted to visit with her cousins. 

"You made this?" Richie asked as he fell into the closest chair, pulling Emily onto his lap to have the drawing 
explained to him. Jon just hoped that any residual stink of alcohol from his husband, or from him, wasn't so 
noticeable as to draw the ire of his brother. 

"You made it?" Jon commented to Tony as he moved closer. 

| could say the same about you," came the snarky response. "Clearly a big night was had last night” 

"Don't start now, Anthony Blake," Laura, his wife, muttered. "Morning, Jon. Everything okay?" 

Jon lifted his sunglasses to reveal his bleary eyes. "Not enough sleep," he said. 


Laura winced in sympathy. "How's the birthday boy then?" she chuckled. 


Jon looked over his shoulder at Richie, then back to Laura. "About the same," he said. "The birthday celebration 
got a little outta hand last night." 


Tony snorted. "Then Emily can sit with you two," he said. "If I'm forced into this..this..disaster, then at least | 
won't be suffering alone. What did you do?! Hit every bar and club in the state last night?" 


Jon stowed his carry-all, choosing to ignore his brother while he ranted. For the most part, he and his 
younger siblings got along but Tony was the harder one to deal with. And he certainly was the more stubborn 
out of the three of them. His mom had often told him that Tony was almost a carbon copy of Michael Blake; 


strong-willed and gruff, but a marshmallow underneath the harsh exterior. 
Instead of biting back, Jon sat opposite his husband since Emily was now sitting beside him, and said, "Hey, 
Emily..." he pushed his sunglasses up into his hair, wincing at the brightness of the sun through the small 


windows. "Guess what?" 


"What, Uncle Jon?" 


"JJ's going to be a big brother," he said in a mock whisper and smiled when the little girl gasped excitedly, 
clasping her hands over her mouth. 


"Does he know?" Emily asked. 


Jon had to smile at the innocence but he said, "No, he's too little just yet to understand..but he'll be bigger by 
the time Lia has the baby." 


"That's wonderful news, Jon," Laura said. 
"She gave Richie one of those little baby onesies printed with a number two on it," he explained. 


"Sylvie and Nick got one to open on their cruise," Richie added. "| wouldn't be surprised if Sylvie demands that 


the captain turn the ship around to come home early." 

"Now that, | can imagine," Tony said, nodding. 

The seatbelt sign pinged and the pilot stepped into the main cabin 

"We're all ready for take-off, folks," he said "We'll need to wait our turn but we should be airborne..mmry, 
probably within the half hour. There shouldn't be any turbulence but I'd appreciate it if you could buckle up 


whenever you're seated." 


"Will | be able to go to the bathroom though?" Emily asked, her little face full of concern about having to hold 
on for the long flight ahead. 


The pilot smiled and nodded. "Of course! Once | switch the seat belt signs off. Just remember to hang onto 
something as you're walking though." The co-pilot called from the cockpit and the captain turned his head to 
listen to the information. "Right, if there are no other instructions, Mr Sambora, we'll get this flight started." 


"Go for it, man," Richie replied "Just send the attendant around when we're in the air." 


“Absolutely, sir. As soon as its safe enough," the captain said with a small nod and turned to step into the 
cockpit, closing the door behind him. 


"Topping up from last night?" Tony asked under his breath. 
"Are you gonna be like this the whole time?" Jon snarked back. 


"Brother, maybe you need to have a drink to relax a little," Richie said, amusement colouring his voice. "Laura, 


honey, did that candy store close on him last night?" 


"Candy?!" Emily exclaimed, swivelling her head to her parents. "Daddy, did Mommy give you candy? How come 
you didn't share?" 


"Is grown-up candy, sweetie," Laura said quickly and Richie snorted out loud. "Why don't you come over here 


and let your uncles take a nap." 

"But | want some candy, Mommy," Emily protested as she moved across the small aisle. 

Jon started sniggering at the conversation as he adjusted the belt across his lap. He felt a nudge on his leg and 
looked over to his husband who was equally amused. Jon grinned wryly and shook his head, hoping that Richie 


wasn't going to push it any further. 


"Il take you to the candy store when we get to Grandma's," Tony said. "Its the only way l'm gonna get any 


too, it seems. Now, buckle up and remember how to fix your ears if they start hurting.” 


"Yes, Daddy," Emily said, buckling her seatbelt before clutching her stuffed toy to her chest and gazing out 
the window. 


Richie groaned loudly, clutching and rubbing at his jaw. "Oh man..my teeth hurt," he said. 


"What the f-?!" Jon exclaimed in confusion but still remembered his niece was within earshot. "First | heard of 


this," he said and immediately got a tap on his leg from Richie's foot. 


"Do you need some painkillers?" Laura asked, completely oblivious to her brother-in-law's motive. "| have some 


in my purse." She started rummaging around in her oversized purse. 


Richie groaned again, this time drawing Tony's gaze. "Don't tell me you're gonna need a dentist when we land. 


What the hell happened?" 

Richie, having gained the attention of the correct person, slid his sunglasses to the top of his head and said, "| 
got a whole damned store's worth of candy last night." Sliding his glasses back over his eyes, Richie settled 
back into his seat and adjusted himself before locking his fingers together over his lap and smiling. 


"Oh god," Jon groaned quietly as his brother huffed back into the newspaper that he was reading. He glanced at 
Laura, shrugged, and mouthed Sorry to her. She returned with a Me foo . 


"Uncle Richie got candy too?! Thats so unfair!" 


The eight-year-old's outrage tipped three out of the four adults into fits of laughter, causing the little girl to 


stare at them in confusion. 


"Enough with the damned candy already," Tony growled. 


The next few minutes were taken up with the final checks as the plane taxied into position for take-off and 
then got airborne. As soon as the pilot had levelled out and turned off the seat belt sign the cabin crew 
checked on the passengers and took meal orders. Since it was a reasonably early flight, the food was brunch- 
style with fresh fruits, bagels, bacon, and eggs. Coffee was served, fruit juice for Emily and Richie ordered a 
bottle of sparkling wine to be opened and served with breakfast. Emily was even included with an orange juice 
and sparkling water combination that satisfied her inner grown-up. 

After the meals had been served and almost completed, Richie wiped his mouth as he chewed before saying, 
"So, Tony..why all the reluctance about flying down for Carol's birthday? | mean..it's your Mom's birthday. She 


wants us all to be there." 


Jon, who had been enjoying his meal and the relative peace, sighed to himself. Richie just couldn't let sleeping 
dogs lie some days. 


"Because it should only be family," Tony replied 

Richie hummed but said, "Carol obviously cares for Brand, though. Shouldn't that be enough?" 

"Rich," Jon cautioned. ‘Not now, Mookie," he added when his husband glanced his way. 

"Im just tryin’ to understand where Tony's comin’ from, Cowboy," he said with a shrug 

"| know," Jon replied, "but-" 

"You don't get its" Tony said. "Its my Dad she's replacing” 

"She's not replacing him, bro," Jon replied 

"What would you know," Tony muttered. "You don't understand or care about Mom as much as Matt and | do. 
"Anthony!" Laura cautioned 

"Id watch what you say there, man" Richie snarled 


"Just leave it, Rich," Jon growled, pushing out of his seat and moving rapidly to the front of the cabin. Behind 
him, he overheard his husband berating Tony. 


"You don't go around accusing Jon of not caring, asshole," Richie snarled at his brother-in-law. "He's the one 


person that probably understands the most." 
Jon was staring out of the window when Richie flopped down into the seat beside him. 


"Cowboy," Richie ventured tentatively, "are you okay?" 


"Hmph." Jon side-eyed him before turning his attention back to the blue skies outside the small window. 
‘lm sorry, Jonny." 


"No, you're not." Richie had reached for his hand but Jon was in no mood to play nice just yet. He shook his 
husband's hand off and turned further toward the window. He was tired from the lack of sleep and early 


morning, his hangover was pounding behind his eyes and breakfast was threatening to dislodge itself. 
"Well." Richie ventured. "Okay, not entirely." 
"Why did you have to do that?" Jon hissed over his shoulder. "Laura had just gotten Tony calmed down again." 


"| dunno," Richie shrugged. "I guess.. Tony is just too much fun to bait. Plus the sooner he gets all wound up the 
sooner he'll sort things out in his head and just get over it. I'm speaking from experience now" He rested his 
forehead on Jon's back, shifting to sit upright when Jon turned away from the window. 


"But its not helping right now," Jon countered wearily. "We need him calm..or at the very least, civil, when he 


meets this Brand character or Mom's birthday dinner will turn into carnage." 


"Well, if Carol wanted calm she should've given Tony a bit more notice." Richie attempted to hold Jon's hand 
again and, this time, Jon allowed him to. "Dropping a new boyfriend into conversation a few days before our 


flight was never going to go down well." 


Jon turned toward his husband, and snuggled, as best he could, against his side. He was too tired to fight with 
him any longer. "You're telling me!" he groaned. "Tony has been burning my ear off ever since and Matt isn't 


much better." 


Richie brushed his thumb over the patch of skin beneath it soothingly. "You know Tony. He needs to plan for 
every contingency and think things through. Give him time." 


Jon sighed, making it sound somewhere between and growl and a purr. "Yeah | get that," he said, "but what 
Tony said..that | don't care about Mom as much as he and Matt do..was..was.... 


It had hurt. Probably more than he would ever let on if he was truthful. He didn't even think he could put into 
words how much that barb had penetrated him. 


"Was unjustified!" Richie's words came out through clenched teeth, dripping with barely suppressed anger. 
Jon paused, pushing back at the hurt the best that he could, before speaking again. In the relative quiet, he 


could hear his brother and sister-in-law having a similar hushed but urgent conversation with Emily's happy 


little chirp of added comments floated around over the hum of the plane's engine. 


"Just cos | want Mom to be happy," he said quietly, "with whoever she chooses to be with, doesn't give him 
the right to say that to me." 


"No, it doesn't" 


‘I'm just as worried as Tony is that this guy isn't what he seems, but | want to give him a chance and the 
benefit of the doubt. | want Mom to have another shot at her happily ever after. Does that make me a bad 


son?" 

"Never..but.." 

"Even Matt called me uncaring." 
"That asshole..l'll kick his butt later!" 


Jon smiled wryly. He had no doubt that his husband would defend him to the death if need be, but Richie and 
Matt were the two biggest pacifists in the whole family. They'd both prefer to sit down with a beer and talk 
things out rather than opting for the physical.unless pushed beyond their boundaries. 


"But | do think you are missing something rather important here, Cowboy" Richie continued. "Think about it this 
way..when you first found your Mom you had to come to terms with the fact that she had moved on from 
your Dad and loved another man" 


"Huh?" Jon frowned. 


"Okay, you had a lot more important issues to worry about at the time," his husband said, "so that little point 
got kinda lost and forgotten in the storm. But it was there all the same." 


"But Matt was the one who accepted Mom's history, including me," Jon countered, straightening up to look at 
Richie, "right from the start, and even Tony came around..once he'd worried it to death. What's so different 
this time?" 


"You're still missing the point, Cowboy," Richie said. "When they found out about you," Richie tapped Jon's 
chest, "for both of them, from their point of view, their Mom had moved on from a previous 


relationship 7o their father." 


"How is that different?" Jon winced. The harder he had to think, the worse his headache got. "This hangover is 


making it hard to think, Mookie. Which reminds me..why are you so coherent or not hungover?" 


"Is old age kicking your butt, Cowboy?" Richie chuckled. "I'm not as drunk as you seem to think | am, husband 
dear," he smirked. 


Jon side-eyed him sceptically, which made Richie chuckle but kept silent. 


"For you." Richie continued, getting back onto the main subject, "your Mom had already moved on from your 


Dad fo another man, one she may even have loved more. It's all a matter of perspective." 
"So Matt and Tony...” 


"This time they have to accept that perhaps their father wasn't the one last great love of their Mom's life," 
Richie offered to him for consideration. "Michael's gone, and there's nothing anyone can do about that, but 
Carol can see the possibility of loving another man. She's done that before and successfully moved on..but they 
haven't needed to truly think about and understand that..until now." Richie paused for a moment then added 
quietly, "Not everyone is as lucky as us, Cowboy. 


| guess. But what do we do? What can we do?" 


"Well, knowing Tony he'll think up all the worst-case scenarios." Richie sighed, shifting in his seat. "You know.. 


serial con man, bigamist, axe murderer, hurricane, earthquake, lightning strike, tidal waves..." 
"Okay, okay," Jon couldn't help the bubble of laughter that escaped. "I get that." 


"There's that smile | love," his husband sighed. "You know I'm right though," he continued. "He'll worry it to 
death, plan for every eventuality, and then finally accept it." 


"True. But what about Matt? That's what shocked me the most. He's always been so relaxed about events 
before now." Jon knew the hurt would fade eventually but it still stung like a bitch at the moment. 


Richie grunted in acknowledgment that he'd heard Jon but sat silent for a long while. 

‘Matt will only want his Mom's happiness," he said eventually. "Right now, | suspect he's more than likely 
scared that she is gonna get hurt. Once he gets to meet Brand and sees how happy he makes your Mom, then 
| don't think there will be any issue." 

| hope so," Jon sighed. 

"Don't forget," Richie added, "physically, he may be the biggest out of you all but he's still the baby of the 
family. Also, Matt's living the closest to Carol and he never suspected a thing. He's probably embarrassed that 
he didn't see any clues about this new boyfriend before now." 


Jon considered those last points and found them to be very valid; something he hadn't considered before. It 


soothed a little of the hurt Jon had been feeling since talking with his youngest brother. 


“But what if there is a problem, Mookie, and this Brand isn't good enough for Mom..or he does hurt her." 


"Well then," Richie said before leaning over to kiss Jon, "I guess I'll need to dig out some of my really old 
contact numbers, cos | think between the three of you we'll be needing help..hiding the body." 


~ Ke 


Chapter Four 


Author's Notes: 
Firstly, | want to thank everyone for the wonderful comments. l'm sorry I'm such a slack tart and haven't 
replied this week. 


Okay, let's see how the meeting between Carol's sons and her new boyfriend goes down, shall we?! 


Have fun reading, everyone! 
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Golden Years - Chapter 04 

Miami, Florida 

12 July 2014 

Carol POV 

"You're pacing, pretty lady," Brand commented, handing Carol a glass of wine. 

"Am |?" Carol asked, giving a small thank you kiss for the wine. "I'm sorry, | didn't realise | was doing it" 


‘lm the one that should be nervous," Brand chuckled. "Meeting your family for the first time after you only 
told them about me a few days ago." 


"I know..and I'm so sorry about that, honey,” she said, distractedly. "And for the most part, everyone will be 
fine about it..eventually." 


"You're not giving me much hope here, pretty lady,” Brand drawled, causing Carol to stop her thoughts from 
barrelling along the track of doom and really consider what type of picture she was painting of her family. 


‘Oh, Brand," Carol sighed. "I'm not giving you a very good impression of my boys, am |?" 
"C'mere, sweetheart," Brand said, holding his arm out to her. 


Carol looked at her boyfriend..silly name for their age, she thought. Her lover , she corrected..and smiled, 
stepping into his embrace. He bent his head, taking her lips in a sweet but lengthy kiss. Carol ran her hand 


down his back to rest on his ass and felt him smile into the kiss and press her backward slightly, leaving no 


doubt about what his intentions were if they'd had the time. 


"Hmm," he hummed. "As much as I'd like to take you upstairs and ravish you, pretty lady, it would make even 


less of an impression on your family to find their mother in bed and naked with this newcomer. 
"I know," Carol lamented. "Are you sure you can't stay tonight? We can be quiet...” 
Brand kissed her again and chuckled. "Wicked woman!" he said. "You just want me for my body, it seems." 


It's a very nice body," Carol smiled lasciviously, pinching his ass. "But you're right, even though Matt's a 


doctor, | don't want to send anyone to a coronary today." 


"Speaking of coronaries..," Brand grinned. "You think last night will tide you over for a few days while the 


family's in town?" 


"Mmm," Carol hummed as the memories of them both reaching for each other multiple times during the night. 


"I can't remember the last time | woke up so refreshed yet feeling so satiated" 

"Me either," he growled into her ear. "But if | don't put you down soon, pretty lady, there won't be any cookout 
tonight. And | did say that | was famous for my barbeque." Placing both hands on her upper arms, Brand 
gently pushed Carol as far away from him as possible. "So sit that pretty tush down on that chair and talk to 
me while | get the grill set." 


"Oh, okay," she pouted good-naturedly and did what she was told. 


Richie POV 


After having, at best, an hour's sleep with Jon curled against his side, both hoping to work off their hangovers 


ready for the evening ahead, Richie woke to the cabin crew's gentle nudge. 


"Mr Sambora," the immaculately presented brunette said. "The Captain has advised we've been given our 


landing instructions." 

"Um, thanks," he said sleepily and swiped at his mouth in case he'd drooled. The woman walked back to where 
Tony and his family sat and Richie pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to wake up a little more. "Jonny," he 
said, shaking his husband. "Wake up, Cowboy. We're almost there." 


"Hmmphf," Jon snuffled and tried to bury his face further into Richie's chest. "Too early." 


Richie checked his watch and said, "Actually, we're right on time." He straightened his seat before reaching 
over and pushing the button to raise Jon's chair by force. 


"You're so mean, Mookie," Jon groaned but unfurled himself and stretched. 

Richie heard Emily's little giggle and not-so-quiet whisper. "Uncle Jon is funny," she said. 

Least he didn't snore," Laura said, “unlike Daddy and Uncle Richie." 

"| didn't snore," Tony's voice carried over his shoulder. "That was all Richie." 

He sounded more relaxed, Richie thought, which was a good sign 

Emily giggled again " Sure , Daddy!" 

The landing was smooth, and disembarking into a private terminus, saving the necessity of having to walk 
through Miami International Airport on a Saturday afternoon with the general public, whilst still kinda drunk 
and/or hungover from the throes of celebrating his fifty-fifth birthday, was going to be well worth the extra 


expense. 


‘C'mon, Cowboy," he said, ruffling his hand through Jon's hair. "You need to wake up before tonight. So get that 


ass of yours outside and into some fresh air." 

"C'mon, Daddy," Emily whined. "Get your ass outside so we can get to Uncle Matty's and Aunt Ronnie's!" 

"Hey, young lady!" her father growled. 

"Sorry, Daddy, but Uncle Richie said it," she exclaimed, firmly planting her fists on her hips, "so why can't |?" 


Jon's eyes flashed in amusement at Emily's attempt to sound grown up. "Ooh, Uncle Richie's gonna be in 


trouble," he said, standing and stretching again as everyone gathered their belongings. 


"Because Uncle Richie should know better not to say things in front of little ears," Laura said over top of her 


daughter's head to the errant adult. 


Richie groaned and nodded. "Mommy's right, Emily..l'm sorry | said ass. Oops!" He clapped his hand over his 
mouth, "I said ass again. Oh, man, | said as-." 


He was stopped by Jon's hand clamping firmly over his mouth as the little girl giggled uncontrollably and her 
parents were shaking their heads, stifling their own laughter. 


"Lets get outta here already," Jon chuckled, giving Richie a little shove toward the door of the plane. 


Their luggage had already been retrieved and loaded into the back of the SUV, waiting to take them to Matts 
place. Tony, Laura and Emily were staying at Matt's so that Emily could hang out with her cousins and they'd 
all be watched by their regular sitter. The plan then was to drive all the adults over to Carol's, leaving Jon and 
Richie to stay there for the couple of days they were in town. 

General chaos ensued when the SUV finally arrived, pulling up in front of the modest house. Emily had been 
giddy with excitement all day and was the first to unbuckle her seat belts earning her a scolding from her 
parents. 

Jon and Richie looked at each other with a grin Neither were moving to allow Tony and Laura to follow their 
daughter out of the van There was a chorus of Theyre here coming from inside the house, followed by the 
front door being thrown open, spilling Chloe and Andrew out to greet Emily. 

"Eagerness must run in the Sharkey genes," Jon commented. "Lia was usually the first to escape." 

"Yeah, Seb's Sambora genes were always more laid back. It'll be interesting to see if JJ will be as excitable,’ 
Richie said. He shuffled himself out of the van and stretched his back out. He'd been sitting for too long and 
his bed had been way too many hours ago. 

"Uncle Richie! Uncle Jon!" 

"Oh my goodness!" he declared, accepting the children's enthusiastic hugs. "Look how big you've all gotten!" 
"Where's Hannah-Banana?" Jon asked from behind him as Chloe and Andrew moved to greet their uncle. 


"m here, Unca Jon," the littlest Blake cried out. 


"About time you lot showed up," Matt said from the doorway. "Ronnie's in the shower. She won't be long, 
Guys," Matt said to his kids, "take Emily inside and get her settled” 


"Chloe can do that, Dad," Andrew said. "Want me to help with the bags?" 
"Wait a minute. How much is it going to cost me?" his father asked suspiciously. 
Five dollars," Andrew said. "Per bag," he added cheekily. 


Five dollars for two bags!" Matt replied, holding up his fingers. "And no conning more out of this lot, ya got 
me?" he added, as much for the adults as for his son. 


"Yes, Dad," the seven-year-old said and raced to the pile of bags as the brothers and Laura reunited. 


| see a future in entertainment management for that one," Richie said as he gave his brother-in-law a one 
armed hug. 


"Then you better warn Simon that l'm sending him that way after college," Matt joked. "Happy birthday for 


yesterday, too, Rich. You're looking..um...” 
"Rough?" Tony offered. 


"Don't start again, please, Tony," Laura sighed. "We all get why you're in a mood but you don't need to take it 


out on everyone else." 


‘I've seen you looking a lot worse, brother," Matt dug back. "Like the day after Mom told you about Jon. Woof.. 


you were baaaad." 


It was an old family story now but it didn't take much for Tony to bear the brunt of his brothers’ loving 
taunting. 


"Hey, | didn't turn out that bad, did |, Tony?" Jon exclaimed as he turned from dealing with tipping the driver as 
everyone collected the remaining baggage and followed Matt inside. "Besides..| brought the sexy rockstar to the 
family, didn't |?" 


"| dunno about the sexy part," Matt said, as he stood at the door to close it after everyone had trooped past 
him. "But I'll give you the rockstar." 


Tony and Laura were shown to the guest room to settle in and get ready for the evening. The cousins were all 
going to have a sleepover in the rumpus room together and had already moved their things into the big room, 


leaving their bedrooms free for Jon and Richie to use to shower and change ahead of the evening party. 


Later, after everyone had refreshed and the children and babysitter had been sorted, the adults loaded into 
Matt and Ronnie's seven-seat SUV for the drive to Carol's place. 


'So..has Mom told anyone about this Brand guy?" Laura asked. "I mean specifics." 
"Nothing," Jon answered. "Matt, Ronnie..you guys live closest, how come you didn't know anything?" 


"If we knew anything more than anyone else," Matt said, "don't you think we would have told you before today, 


asshole?!" 

"Looking back now," Ronnie added, "there were less than a handful of times that Mom seemed..hmm, out of 
sorts, | guess. But not in a bad way, if that makes sense? Kind of elusive when it came to the timing of her 
usual visits." 


"Now we know why," Matt replied, laying his hand on his wife's leg. 


"Well, | hope he's ready for the Bongiovi-Blake inquisition, he's about to get," Richie said. 


"You're not going to say anything?" Jon asked, peering at his husband. "No Sambora great words of wisdom?" 


"l'm just gonna watch and make sure you three don't make complete asses of yourselves," he replied with a 


wink. 


"This could be interesting," Ronnie added, "or it could turn out to be a complete disaster. You three need to 
remember that Mom has needs and wants too. Life doesn't cut off once you're over a certain age. And 
that includes her sex life!" 


"Eww," all three brothers groaned. 


‘Oh, you didn't just go there, did you?!" Laura admonished them. "What makes you all think that a woman of 


Mom's age couldn't or shouldnt have sex?!" 


"And don't you be pullin’ the she's our mom card," Ronnie added. "I'm sure all three of you'll be wantin’ sex until 


the day they put you in the ground” 


Looking at the expression on Jon's face, which he was sure was mirrored on those of his brothers, Richie did 


his best not to laugh. Deliberately or not, Ronnie was pushing every button for all three of them. 


"Four," Richie added, raising his hand. "Just saying..." he ended with a shrug and a lewd eyebrow waggle in his 


husband's direction. 


Clearly, the evening had the potential to become a game of two sides, but he was sure that, between himself 
and the two ladies, the more neutral parties, they would be able to defuse the worst behaviour of the 
brothers. After all, they all had plenty of practice dealing with recalcitrant kids. And if not, well then he 
guessed there might well be some withholding of marital privileges later that night. 


If he thought about it, Richie could understand why the guys were reacting the way they were. He only had to 
picture his own mom finding a new lover to imagine how he would feel. If that ever happened, he hoped he'd be 
able to give the guy a fair chance, though, honestly, he wasn't entirely sure that he wouldn't be behaving just 
like the three brothers. 


What he did know was that how the evening ended would be totally dependent on this Brand character. It would 
be interesting to hear how and where he and Carol met. For his part, Richie trusted Carol's judgement and 
suspected that the guys would be pleasantly surprised, but you could never be certain. The only thing still 
worrying him was that if Brand did turn out to be what they feared most, then what would happen? He knew 
that none of Carol's sons would be prepared to sit back and watch their mom get hurt and, to be honest, 
neither would he. Silently Richie said a quick prayer, to whatever deity might be listening, that these fears 
were groundless and that he wouldn't need to dig up some of his /ess than savoury contacts to deal with the 


subsequent mess. 


"As long as he doesn't get all touchy-feely with Mom in front of us..." Matt muttered, "then we're in safe 
territory.” 


‘Oh, please!" Ronnie groaned, the dismissive eye roll was clearly heard in her voice. 

Matt pulled the van into the driveway behind a rather large and old pick-up truck. It was a worn and faded 
red, [950s Chevrolet that looked like it had seen better days. No one moved from the van as they each formed 
their opinions silently. 


"Oh, boy," Laura breathed. 


"Richie, no mention of what you do, you hear me?!" Tony grumbled. "Ill get a background check done as soon as 


| know more." 
"l'm not stupid, asshole," he replied. "In any case, you and Matt would look like better targets. He's a consultant 
and you're the lawyer. Me? | just manage a small bar. And I'm actually more surprised that you haven't 


already done those checks, Tony,” he added, reaching for the door and since he was closest and sliding it open. 


"Can we all just cool it before Mom realises that something is wrong?!" Jon said, handing out their suitcase and 


carry-alls to Richie before leaving the van. "Let's just wait and see what this guy is like first.” 


"Jon's right," Laura said, once she was out of the vehicle also. "Mom's going to instantly know if we all walk in 


giving off these suspicious vibes." 
Moving as a group once the van was empty, Matt led them to the front door, using his key to open it. 
"Mom!" he yelled. "We're herel" Standing to one side, Matt held the door open for everyone to file in 


"l'Il take our bags to the spare room and meet you outside," Richie said to Jon as Matt closed the door behind 
them. "Go with your brothers and make nice for your Mom's sake," he said, dropping a kiss to Jon's cheek. 


Jon POV 


Jon watched Richie head up the stairs to the spare bedroom they usually used, as he heard his mother's 
excited greeting from the back area of her small house. 


"Oh! You made it!" Carol exclaimed as she accepted the hugs and kisses from the family. "l'm so happy to see 


you all again" 


Jon moved to his mother and hugged her tight. "Happy birthday, Mom." 


"Thank you, sweetheart," Carol replied. "Where's Richie?" she asked, looking behind Jon 

"He's taken the luggage upstairs,” Jon replied. 

His mom was glowing; her blue eyes shone with happiness and she looked more relaxed than he'd ever seen 
her. He just wasn't sure if it was from having all her children under the one roof for her birthday, the wine in 
her hand or the man they were about to meet. 

"He'll be down in a minute," he continued. 

‘Oh, okay," she replied. "Well, by the time I've introduced everyone, he should be down" Carol patted his arm 
before saying, "Come meet Brand, everyone,’ she said, pushing through her family to the back door leading out 


to the patio. 


"Brand..l'd like you to meet my family," Carol said and the mystery man turned from the barbeque as she 


neared him. 

Jon approved of the look this man gave his mother but it was still too early to make any final judgments. He 
was tall and slim with shaggy grey hair and beard. Slim legged jeans and boots that looked like Seb's favoured 
Doc Martens, a Pink Floyd t-shirt and open long-sleeved shirt completed the look. Jon wasn't sure what he was 
expecting but this man did not suit the ageing pick-up that sat out in the drive. 

As Carol made a start with the introductions with Matt and Ronnie, Jon felt Richie's presence behind him. 
"Oh!" his husband exclaimed softly beside his ear and Jon hummed in response. 


"And this is my eldest son, Jon," Carol said, "and-." 


"And by process of elimination must be Richie," Brand said, shaking Jon and Richie's hands. "It's a pleasure to 


meet you both..all of you actually! I've heard so much about you all. You know...” 
Jon could tell that Brand was trying to figure something out. 
"You look familiar, Richie," Brand continued. "Have we met somewhere before?" 


"Trust me, man," Richie said, sticking to his promise of not giving anything away. "I'm just a Jersey kid at 


heart, ya know? We have a bar up there. Maybe you've been there and seen me working or something." 


"Maybe, maybe. | look forward to speaking with you about the bar further, Richie," Brand said. "But tonight is 
for the pretty lady over there so if you'll excuse me while | see if she needs anything." Brand walked over to 


where Carol was speaking with Tony and Laura. 


"He knows you..l can feel it," Jon said quietly. "He doesn't fit your usual demographic fan base though." 


"Not at all,” Richie said. "It'll be interesting to find out what his deal is. But.enough for now. Like the man said, 


this is for your Mom so behave, Cowboy. Don't make me have to pull out angel 
Jon's blue eyes flashed with heat for a moment before he murmured, "Spoil sport" 


"You were the one who said yes to staying here with your Mom," Richie countered with an arch of his 


eyebrow. 
| can be quiet..dir," he replied as he moved in closer to his husband. 


"And you'd tempt the devil himself, Cowboy," Richie growled softly, poking Jon in the centre of his chest "Jesus 
Christ. just what did we unlock out there in Cali, huh?" he added with a chuckle, thinking of their debauched 
week with Nikki and Tommy. 


Grasping Richie's hand, Jon brought the digit that had poked him up to his mouth. Meeting the challenge in 
Richie's eyes, Jon rapidly flicked the tip of his tongue over the calloused tip before pulling it into his mouth to 
suckle on. Hearing Richie's shaky breath, Jon released the finger with a pop. 


"Hell if | know," Jon grinned wickedly, "but it's been fun finding out.” 


"Now that you're all here," Carol said loudly and to no one in particular, "| guess we can start bringing out the 


food so that we can eat whenever the barbeque is done. Can someone organise drinks, please?" 


The small house was suddenly filled with familial banter, something that still moved Jon viscerally, even though 
the years of having and knowing his mom and brothers now significantly outweighed the years of believing he 


was an orphan. 


Bowls of multihued salads were brought from the kitchen to the patio table, along with homemade sauces, 
platters of bruschetta, tasty arancini balls and fresh-out-of-the-oven focaccia. 


"You didn't have to cook so much food, Mom," Tony commented as he placed a bowl of cherry tomatoes and 


some kind of grain on the table. "Or had you forgotten that the grandchildren weren't invited” 


"Now, | never said they weren't invited," Carol protested. "But | know half of them are all grown up now and 
have their own lives to live. They've all rung me today and that is all that matters. Besides, | saw everyone at 
Jon and Richie's surprise party." 


lm thankful we only have Andrew to get through teenage years and beyond," Ronnie exclaimed. "The way 


those four boys ate that night sent our bank account running for cover." 


Jon grinned remembering how Seb and his cousins, Sean, Benjamin and Kye never seemed to stop eating at the 
surprise party Lia and Seb threw for them after they returned from Hawai. 


"Is been a challenge, that's for surel" Laura groaned. "The best thing we ever did was make sure they knew 
how to cook a few simple dishes for their afternoon snacks when they were in school. It saved a bundle on all 


the junk food." 


"Speaking of food. All of this..," Carol waved her hand over the table, "it wasn’t me. Brand was up early prepping 


and cooking. He wouldn't let me lift a finger all day. He's treated me like a queen" 

Carol stepped over to the grill where Brand was taking what looked like a large steak, a small joint and a couple 
of butterflied chickens from beneath the hood of the barbeque. "Smells amazing, Brand," she said, tilting her 
face up to his. 


"Pretty ladies should never have to cook their own birthday meals," Brand said, dropping a kiss to her lips. 


The new couple seemed to be oblivious to the uncomfortable silence that had descended over the family at the 


public display of affection from their mother. 


"Hope you don't mind having a more Italian style meal. | bought some new recipes with me when | came back," 


he said to everyone as he placed one of the platters on the table. 

"| don't mind offering myself to be a guinea pig for some Italian food," Richie said, patting his stomach. 

"You'll be a guinea pig for any food, Mookie," Jon chuckled. "Italian, Polish, Portuguese-." 

"Were you on vacation in Italy, Brand?" Matt asked, cutting his brother off and giving him a very pointed glare. 


"Yes," he replied, holding Carol's chair for her. "| happened to bump into a pretty lady that kept dropping her 
boarding pass." 


"It just kept slipping out of my hand," Carol shrugged with a smile. Brand returned her smile and sat down 
beside her. 


"Before we start eating," Brand said, raising his glass, "I'd just like to give a toast to the birthday girl, and to 
thank you all for making the effort to be here tonight. | know me being here is, no doubt, unsettling." 


"You could say that," Tony muttered, earning himself a glare from his mother. 
"Anthony Michael Blake," she exclaimed. 
"To Mom," Jon said, raising his glass, needing to diffuse the situation quickly. 


Carol didn't take the admonishment any further at Jon's interruption. Tony shifted uncomfortably, avoiding 
Jon's barbed look 


The family raised their glasses and toasted Carol and the cries of 7o Mom circled the table. 
"What are the meats, Brand?" Richie asked. "I might have to get the recipes for our chef." 


"Well, there's Tuscan steak with a lemon, garlic and rosemary marinade," he replied, pointing to the large cut of 
meat as he dished a little of everything onto a plate. "Then we have a slow roast leg of lamb with baby 


potatoes and some homemade mint sauce. And some Portuguese butterflied chicken" 


Its not a barbeque without burgers and hotdogs," Tony grumped only to earn himself a dig in the ribs from 


Laura. 


"You made all of this?! In one day!" Ronnie exclaimed. "I can barely get a meal of chicken nuggets and mac and 


cheese on the table in time some nights." 


"Ah, the key is timing," the older man said, handing the full plate to Carol. "Happy Birthday, pretty lady," he 
murmured and dropped a kiss to Carol's cheek. "Prep as much as possible," he said, returning to the 
conversation with Ronnie, "get your marinades happening, start cooking the longest dish first and work from 


there. Please..help yourselves." 

Everyone started moving at once, filling their plates with the aromatic food. When Jon finally sat back down 
with his full plate he looked over to his mom who was smiling happily as she conversed with Brand, who had 
yet to prepare himself a plate. 

He studied his mom for a few moments; flashes of her smiling and laughing from between his siblings as they 
moved around the table. When she fed Brand a morsel of meat with her fingers, Jon felt the need to avert his 
eyes as Brand licked his mom's fingers and he saw the look that passed between them. 

"Oh, god..." he muttered when he noticed that his brother's were also watching. 

"What's up, Cowboy?" Richie asked as he settled himself. 


“There's a storm brewing," he replied, not wanting to be too obvious. 


"| didn't see anything on the weather channel," his husband replied, completely oblivious to Jon's meaning. "Did 
you get a notification? Maybe it hasn't switched locations from Jersey yet" 


"| love you, Mookie, you know that," Jon said with a shake of his head as Richie started shovelling the food into 


his mouth, "but fuck, babe, you can be dense sometimes." 


Wiping his mouth on a napkin, Richie chewed for a moment and swallowed. "What?! What did | miss?" he asked 


cluelessly. 


‘Can | try a piece of your steak?" Jon asked. 


"Uh..sure," Richie said, his forehead furrowed, but he complied by picking up a slice of the juicy beef with his 
fingers and holding it for Jon. "Careful, it's juicy.” 


Jon took the morsel into his mouth slowly and then proceeded to lick Richie's fingers, much as Brand had done 
to his mother. 


When he pulled away, licking his lips, he said after swallowing the bite size piece of meat, "That's what Brand 
just did to Mom." 


"Huh?" his husband exclaimed. Then the penny dropped for Richie and he groaned, "Ohh..and Tony and Matt... 


were watching?" 
"Uh-huh." 


Both he and Richie's gaze turned to the two younger siblings, their wives still valiantly trying to hold a 


conversation with them and around them. 
"Well," Richie said, "for now, just eat and we'll deal with those two if anything blows up." 


"Kay," Jon sighed and turned his attention to the meal in front of him. Even though his brothers had him on 
edge, the quality of food was hard to miss. "This is delicious, Brand. Were you a chef or something?" 


"No," the older man said. "| was actually a Sergeant Major in the Army. | went through my intake not long 
after your father's accident." 


Jon looked up sharply at that. "You knew about my dad?" 

"I didn't know him personally as | came through after the accident," Brand said. "But apparently new measures 
were implemented after his death. People, the Staff Sergeant and such, that did know him, said he was a fine 
young man and would have made a good soldier. I'm sorry you never had the chance to get to know him, Jon" 
The conversation dimmed a little and Jon felt Richie's hand on his leg. 

"You okay, Cowboy?" he murmured and Jon nodded as he processed the information. 

"So is that how you ended up in Italy?" Matt asked. 


"Stayed stateside all my Army career," Brand said and took a sip of his drink. 


"And why only Sergeant Major?" Tony fired back. "Weren't you good enough for promotion?” 


"Tony Blake!" Carol exclaimed. Carol had been relatively quiet whilst the conversation flowed. "I brought you up 
with better manners than that." 


"Just asking the question, Mom," he replied, blandly. 


Jon looked at Brand who didn't look shocked or angry at being called out the way his brother had done. He 


actually seemed very calm. His mom was the one that looked outraged more than Brand. 

‘Its okay," Brand said, soothing Carol before leaning back in his chair. "I enjoyed my position and, if | must say, | 
was very good at it. | had citations and offers of promotion aplenty over the years. The citations | accepted 
gratefully but | found satisfaction in training the new recruits and identifying the ones that would and did, go 
on to be career Army men and women Some are even five star generals now. Thaf was my reward" 


"So where does Italy come into the picture then?" Laura asked. 


"My son and his family live there," Brand explained. "He was stationed over there at Camp Darby in Tirrenia 


and met a lovely Italian woman with a little girl. They're due to be married next year." 

"What's your son's name?" Jon asked. "And will he get transferred home?" 

"Rory is my son. He's a Chief Warrant Officer over there," Brand said with a smile. "And they'll probably stay 
in Italy for his fiance's, Isabella, family. They come for visits or | go to them but it's just me here now so it 
makes sense, for the time being, to stay close to Isabella and Luna's family.” 


"Luna, that's a lovely name," Ronnie said. 


"She's a lovely girl, very bright, very kind," Brand smiled, accepting Ronnie's compliment. "Her family has 


accepted Rory, and myself and Jill when she was still alive, into the family with open arms." 

"So why not just live over there?" Tony asked. "Sell up, live closer to your son" 

Jon recognised the passive-aggressive stance his brother took and flicked his eyes around the table to see if 
anyone else noticed. His mother had, and was very deliberately wiping her mouth, readying to speak. Jon hadn't 
seen his mother angry too many times but when it did happen, she tended to go quiet and controlled rather 
than loud. 

Carol laid her napkin down and shifted in her seat toward where Tony sat to her left. 


"Now, | want you all to listen," she said, encompassing the whole table in her demand, "and listen carefully." 


‘Oh boy," Jon muttered softly and laid his cutlery down on his plate as Carol pinned each of her sons with a 


look that brooked no argument. 


"You will all cease with this ridiculous interrogation of Brand immediately," she said. "He has cooked this 
wonderful feast for my birthday. He has been nothing but gracious in his replies and yet you, Anthony 
Michael, are grilling him like he's a witness on the stand" 


"Mom, we're-." 


"No! Don't Mom me, young man," Carol said. "You are all going to have to accept the fact that Brand and | like 


each other..a lot..and we're entitled to live our lives as we see fit.” 
| lost John under horrible circumstances and | went through hell afterwards," Carol added after a moment. 
"Then | lost your father under even worse circumstances..and we all went through hell. Brand has lost his own 


wife to cancer after a long and horrendous battle." 


Brand slipped his arm around Carol when her voice thickened slightly. She leaned into him and patted Brand's 
hand where it lay on her arm before turning back to the rest of the table. 


"Don't you think |..we..," Carol looked at Brand, "deserve another chance?" 


~ Ke 


Chapter Five 
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Golden Years - Chapter 05 
Richie POV 
"Don't you think |..we..," Carol looked at Brand, "deserve another chance?" 


After being chastened by Carol, the three brothers apologised and then retreated into an apologetic and 


embarrassed silence. 

"Excuse me a minute," Tony mumbled, wiping his mouth on a napkin and rising from the table. 

"Honey, please don't." Laura pleaded. 

'l- | need a minute," he explained, kissed his wife on the cheek and walked out into the darkened yard. 
‘I'm sorry, Carol, Brand," Tony's wife said. "You know how he gets." 

"| do," Carol replied with a sad sigh. "He's more like his father than he realises." 

"What does that make me then?" Matt asked. 

"The perfect mix of Mom and your daa," his wife, Ronnie, answered quickly, reaching for his hand. 


‘Maybe | made the mistake of keeping our relationship quiet for too long," Carol said, leaning against Brand. "But 
| thought it was going to be a lovely surprise for you all" 


"And we're being the assholes here," Jon said. "On your birthday, too." 


"So, er, Brand," Richie interjected. "Remind me tomorrow to get the recipes for these dishes. If Mikey can't use 
them in the bar, then we'll certainly give them a crack at home, won't we Cowboy?" 


"The lamb is really good," Jon agreed, a little too eagerly. "Mikey is our chef at the bar," he clarified for Brand. 


"He's been with us, like, forever but refuses to retire. He lives to work." 
"I think I'd have been the same way if Jilly, my wife," Brand offered, "hadn't gotten sick. | loved the Army life.” 


"You wouldn't know you'd been in the Army,’ Matt said. "You look more rock and roll than Richie does." Matts 
eyes flew wide as soon as the words escaped his mouth and everyone that was privy to the earlier 
conversation in the car, shot him wide-eyed death stares. Matt looked at Richie, shrugged and mouthed /m 


sorry : 


It would have been a miracle if Carol had noticed the faux pas from her youngest son, her concentration was 


on the patch of darkness beyond the glow of the outdoor lights, where Tony had walked. 


"Oh, you mean these old clothes?" Brand chuckled, indicating his Pink Floyd T-shirt and loose, black button-up, 
skinny black jeans and boots. "Don't let them fool ya. The Army's in here," he thumped his chest, "just not on 


the outside anymore. | love my rock and roll just as much as anyone." 


Carol, who'd been distracted through the whole conversation, excused herself. "Let me just go check on Tony," 
she said and Brand kissed the back of her fingers where their hands had been clasped beneath the tabletop as 


she rose and left to find her son. 


"You said your son is stationed in Italy, right, Brand? Have you visited anywhere else while you've been over 
there?" Richie asked, making an effort to get the conversation back on track, with the help of Laura and 


Ronnie. 


Jon slid his hand between Richie's thighs and said a soft, "Thank you, Mookie," in his ear as Richie listened to 
Brand, squeezing his thighs together in acknowledgement. 


The conversation flowed and Carol returned arm in arm with Tony, who looked a little worse for wear but 


apart from a small lull as they sat back in their places, the rest of the evening was less fractious. 


In the break in courses, when the main meal was whisked into the kitchen by many hands and packed away, 
leftovers set aside for Matt and Ronnie to take home and dessert, a decadent-looking Tiramisu, was being 
brought out, Jon dashed upstairs to find the gift that Lia had given them for her grandmother as well as 


their own and one from Sebastian. 


It was the same as she'd given Richie the night before and Jon knew that his mom was going to be as equally 


delighted with the news as everyone else was. He grinned, remembering Richie's description of Sylvie's response 


to the news and wondered how spot-on he was with the supposition of Sylvie demanding the Captain turn the 


cruise ship around. 
"Jon?!" someone yelled from downstairs. 
"Coming!" he yelled back and left the small bedroom he and Richie were allocated. 


He trotted down the stairs and saw that everyone was in the process of sitting down again. In the centre of 


the tiramisu was a concoction of candles and sparklers instead of traditional birthday candles. 


"Here he comes," Ronnie said, as he walked through the house. "If we don't start now the sparklers will be 


gone." 


By mutual agreement, the family started singing Happy Birthday to Carol as Jon sat down. He joined in as he 
placed the small gift bags between himself and Richie to be given after dessert. 


"Please don't tell me you made this as well, Brana," Laura said after taking a bite of the creamy dessert. "Coz 


otherwise, Carol, | think I'll have to steal him away for cooking lessons." 


"No," Brand chuckled. "I will admit that | bought that one. I'm good at timing stuff but miracles, | don't do," he 
said, bringing a round of chuckles and comments to the table. Richie noticed that Carol visibly relaxed after 
that and if Brand had been affected by any of the brothers’ shenanigans then he didn't outwardly show it. 


Must be the military training, Richie assumed, something along the lines of show no fear or some such thing. 


Once dessert had been decimated and coffees had been made for those that wanted them, it was time for 
Carol to open her gifts. 


Laura and Tony had brought down a swag of gag, but well thought through, gifts from their eldest sons that 
weren't able to attend. A How To Swear Guide from Sean, their eldest, a paint by numbers set that had hidden 
swear words within the picture from Benjamin, and a bundle of socks, each with silly or dirty sayings either up 


the ankle or under the foot from their youngest, Kye. 
"| sense a theme happening here," Brand chuckled after Carol had opened the gifts. 


"Mom is renowned for finding and using very inventive, alternative words instead of saying a good, and 
heartfelt, fuck !" Jon offered, raising his wine glass to his mother. 


"Is that right, pretty lady?!" Brand said before he bent his head to whisper something in her ear which made 
Carol blush and give him a light shove. Brand winked, smirked and took a sip of his coffee. 


"So those are the boys' gifts," Laura said, drawing the attention of the lovebirds back to her, "and you'll get 


Emily's tomorrow before we leave, but this one is from us, Carol" She passed over another small gift bag. 


‘Oh, darlings! You shouldn't have!" Carol exclaimed after extracting a small Tiffany's bag inside the larger, 
generic one. Carefully prising open the blue gift bag, Carol gasped again. "Oh! Its their new perfume..and 
matching body lotion," she exclaimed excitedly as she gently slid her thumb under the flap and tipped the 
bottle out of its box. Uncapping it, Carol breathed deeply and closed her eyes in bliss. "Mmm..that's divine! 
Thank you, darlings!" 


Matt, who had ducked back inside the house whilst Carol had been busy with the other presents, brought out 
a large, flat parcel and propped it up against the side of the house. 


"You're going to need to get up for this one, Mom," Matt said from behind her. 


Ronnie had explained back at their place that Carol had found a little gallery one day about a month or so ago. 
They'd been on a day out with her and Hannah whilst Chloe and Andrew were in school. Carol had taken great 
delight in taking Hannah inside with her, showing her all the different artworks and explaining the styles of 
painting as best she could to her granddaughter. 


Carol had been particularly drawn to a large watercolour of some tulips in soft pinks, purples and greens of all 


hues and had talked about it, debated spending the money on it, for the rest of the afternoon 


The next day Ronnie had gone back, paid a hefty deposit on it and, after explaining that it was for a birthday 
present, arranged to have it kept at the gallery for safe-keeping and to pay the rest off within the following 
weeks. The gallery had even gift-wrapped it for Ronnie. 


Carol exclaimed at the size of the package and inspected it very closely before Tony called out for her to Just 
np it off, Mom | 


"No!" she gasped. "It's such pretty paper! | might be able to use that somewhere else," she continued then 
carefully peeled away the tape that held the paper together. Matt helped lift the canvas from the paper and 


turn it around to face his mother. 
There was a murmur of appreciation around the table but Carol was too speechless. Her hand was clasped 
firmly over her mouth as she stepped closer. "It's my tulips," she gasped. "Oh, | loved this!" Carol turned to 


Ronnie and continued with, "I went back a week later and it had an ugly sold sign on it” 


"Guilty as charged," Ronnie admitted, holding her hands up in mock surrender as Carol made her way around 


the table to hug her daughter-in-law. 
"Thank you, Ronnie," Carol said. "I love it and | know exactly where I'm going to hang it 


‘lm sure you do," Ronnie chuckled. "I remember you telling me exactly the right spot for it to go in your 


bedroom if | remember correctly." 


"That's the one," Carol smiled as Matt indicated that he'd take the artwork inside away from the humidity of 


the evening air. "I'm feeling very spoiled, thank you, everyone." 


"You haven't finished yet, Carol," Richie reminded her. "Be prepared.. you have another grandson's gift to get 
through yet." 


‘Oh, boy," his mother-in-law groaned as Jon reached down to the small pile of gifts that sat on the ground 
between their seats. "Thank you, Jonny," she said as he handed her a wrapped box. "Seb seems happy with his 
new girlfriend," she said, filling in time as, like the artwork, she carefully left as much of the wrapping paper 
intact as possible. 


"She seems like a nice girl," Jon replied. "Though..her eyes kept wandering to Richie last night." 


"They did?!" he exclaimed. Richie hadn't noticed, he was having too much of a good time for his birthday and 


then with Lia's announcement, he'd really let his hair down for the night. 
"Yeah," Jon chuckled. "You were having too much fun to notice." 


"Far too much fun apparently!" Tony commented before a sharp elbow in the ribs from Laura silenced him. 


"Oof! Ouch, what was that for?" he pouted and rubbed at his ribs. 


"Be careful or the candy store will be closed again tonight," his wife replied archly and gracefully picked up her 
glass to take a sip. 


Richie snorted in amusement at first, remembering Emily's conversation on the plane. 


"That reminds me, Mookie," Jon looked at him with equal merriment, "how's that toothache going?" he asked, 
causing Laura to spit out her mouthful of wine. Laura started coughing and laughing at the same time as the 


liquid caught in the back of her throat. 


Richie glanced at his brother-in-law's face and couldn't hold back any longer. He erupted into laughter at Tony's 


long-suffering stance. "C'mon, man," Richie said to him, "it was all in good fun. You were being." 
"An asshole?" Jon offered, saluting his brother with his glass and a smile. 


Richie shrugged. "That's one descriptive," he nodded to his husband. "We all know that you gotta work through 
this shit you've created in your mind about your mom and Brand, in your own time, man," Richie continued, "so 
| was just trying to lighten the mood a little before you and Jonny went head to head. The fact that your 


daughter picked up on the conversation and ran with it, is not my fault!" 


Tony's mouth gaped a little, trying to find a comeback before he obviously admitted defeat and, finally, cracked 


a smile. "Her brothers are a bad influence on that one," he admitted. 


Richie could feel the relief emanating from both Jon and Carol at Tony's relaxation 


"Oh, now you have to tell us!" Matt exclaimed. "Coz | heard Emily ask Chloe where the nearest candy shop 


was. 
"Just don't mention the adult candy," Laura added which set her husband, Jon and Richie off 
altogether. 


"So," Jon gulped for air, wiping the tears of laughter away at the same time, "so Laura said that her candy ,' 


Jon emphasised the word and used air quotes, "store had been closed overnight due to Tony being an asshole." 


"Emily then jumped on the word candy and wanted to know who was dishing it out and why she didn't get any," 
Laura added. 


"Then this prick," Tony chuckled, pointing to Richie, "fuckin pipes up about how his teeth are sore." 
"Oh, no," Ronnie groaned. "Rich, you didn't?!" she asked, looking across the table, aghast. 
Richie grinned and shrugged without regret. 


"You know he did, darlin’," Jon crowed. He then continued, in a replication of Richie's voice which he'd perfected 


over the years, and said, "I got a whole damn store's worth of candy last night!" 

"Hey," Richie said, holding his hands up, "I ain't lying now." 

"No, but now you're boasting!" Jon grinned at him before he puckered up for a kiss. 

"Damn straight, l'm boasting,” he declared and accommodated Jon by dropping his lips to his husband's. 

"Well," Brand said, "it sounds like an interesting plane trip." 

"There's never a dull moment in this family, sweetheart," Carol replied with a chuckle. 

Richie noticed Tony cast his eyes down at his mom's endearment but there was no escalation as there had 
been previously. He sat back and thought about his brother-in-law as Carol returned to opening her gift from 
Seb. 

He had been right, Tony had needed to stew on the situation before he could come to terms with it and, 


obviously, Carol had had words with him earlier in the dark. He hoped to see them all move on and welcome 


Brand into the family for as long as he was around. 


"Look at the size of that!" Brand exclaimed which drew Richie's gaze to one of the oversized wine glasses their 


son had given Carol. "That has to hold a whole bottle of wine!" 


"I think that was the idea," Richie commented wryly, remembering Sebastian's howls of laughter when he'd 


handed the gift to them last night for transportation. 
"Wait until | ring him next," Carol laughed. "You've all raised scallywags, do you know that?!" 


"Hey! | resemble that remark!" Jon exclaimed with a laugh. "And besides, | think you were the original rebellious 
teenager, don't you think?! Then you raised those two," he said to his mother as he pointed to his brothers, 


"so you're the ultimate bad influence there." 


Interesting, Richie thought, noticing Carol's slightly scared look at something Jon had said. Carol had obviously 
not told Brand something about her past, he deduced, and his darling husband was about to spill the beans so 
to speak. 


So, avoiding any further sticky conversations tonight, Richie intervened, saying, "I think our present will be a 


little more appropriate. And then the lucky last is LiLi's" As he spoke, Jon handed their gift to his mother. 
They'd been out exploring some little country towns one day and happened across an arts and crafts store. 
The display that had caught their eye was a selection of hand-blown, recycled glass vases that had drops of 
colour in the unique glass to represent flowers. The proprietor explained that they were the flowers of the 
zodiac and the pretty blue for the delphiniums of July. 

"You know," the shopkeeper said conversationally, "the meanings change with the colour of the blooms. Take your 
delphiniums in that vase, for example. The blue is for dignity and grace yet the pink is contrariness. White 
symbolises a happy nature and purple is for first love." 

Carol opened the well-wrapped vase and exclaimed over its beauty. 

"Don't forget to read the card inside," Jon said, tapping the side. 

| didn't see that," Carol replied, almost absently, still touching the spots of blue reverently. "This is so pretty 
and unusual, Jonny. Thank you to you both," she said before tipping the vase upside down to retrieve the 


mentioned card. 


Not only did it have the artist's name and the flower description and meanings but Jon had included a gift card 


to a local florist that would deliver flowers whenever Carol ordered them. 
"Oh, you did all spoil me so," Carol exclaimed after tucking the card back into the vase. "Thank you everyone." 


“There's still one more to go, Mom," Jon said, passing Carol Lia's gift bag. 


Richie watched Carol as she upended the gift bag and the small bundle rolled into her hand. He remembered 
the confusion he felt last night and wondered if he had a similar look to Carol's tonight. 


"What on earth..?" she queried, inspecting the rolled fabric. 
"Pull the ribbon, Carol," he offered. 


"Do you know what it is?" his mother-in-law looked at him with curiosity but Richie just smiled in return. He 


wouldn't spoil the surprise for her. 
Carol tugged the ribbon undone and a folded strip of photos fell into her lap unnoticed. The small bundle 
unravelled to reveal its secret and once she'd seen it, Carol gasped and cheered, waving the small outfit around 


in the air. 


As the rest of the family looked on in confusion, Richie slipped his arm over Jon's shoulders and pulled him 
close. "I think she's happy," he whispered against the greying temple of his husband. 


"I think so, too," came the reply. 


"Lias pregnant," Carol exclaimed happily and held the message-onesie open to the rest of the table which was 


received with congratulations to Jon and Richie. 
"Don't lose these then, pretty lady," Brand said, retrieving the ultrasound scan photos from Carol's lap. 


"Thank you, sweetheart,” she said. "You're always picking up after me, aren't you?" she giggled and kissed Brand, 
coming up breathless and giddy at the end. 


The topic of conversation shifted to Lia temporarily before the Blake brothers and their wives started to make 


moves to leave. Everyone helped clear the table and stack the dishwasher before goodbyes were said. 


"Don't forget brunch at our place tomorrow," Ronnie said, kissing Carol. "Hope you had a wonderful time tonight, 


Mom." 


"| did, sweetheart, and thank you so much for everything," she replied. Carol then turned to Matt, and said, 


"Goodnight, sweetheart. I'll see you tomorrow." 
Richie and Jon, who were staying with Carol that night, stood back, having said their goodbyes not long before. 
"It turned out okay, in the end, right?" Jon asked, leaning up against him wearily. 


"Hmm," Richie hummed, feeling the lure of the bed upstairs. "Coulda gone a lot worse, too." As Carol hugged 
Tony, Richie tugged Jon a little closer, dropping a kiss to his shoulder before resting his chin on it. "Guess we'll 


see what happens tomorrow." He yawned, a long, jaw-cracking yawn that, through contagion, made Jon yawn 
also then chuckle. 


"So much for living the rockstar lifestyle," Jon sighed. "We're gettin old, babe." 


Richie hummed in acknowledgement. "Think we could sneak off upstairs and get a quickie in before your mom 
goes to bed?" 


Jon chuckled. "Like either of us could stay awake long enough, Mookie." 

"Mmm," Richie acquiesced. "But itll be fun trying." He straightened and turned Jon to face him. "| was proud of 
you tonight, ange/." He noticed the hot flare in his husband's blue eyes at the special endearment. "I think you 
deserve a treat for your good behaviour, don't you?" 

"Thank you, Sir," Jon lowered his eyes and murmured easily. How far his husband had come since 

being schooled by Master Nikki and Tommy's Sir. Richie had kept up their kinky play at home and, now that 
they had the house to themselves, it had evolved from what they could cope with previously into something a 


little more involved and heavier. 


"C'mon," he said, taking Jon's hand. "Follow my lead" He then spoke a little louder and said, "We'll see you all 


tomorrow. We're dead on our feet. G'night" 


In amongst the chorus of goodnights, Carol said, "We usually go for a walk along the beach first thing in the 


morning. Do you want me to wake you both?" 

Jon looked at him and made a little shrugging motion with one shoulder. "We'll come along if we're awake. 
Sounds nice actually, Mom. See you then" He bussed her cheek with a kiss, whispering something in her ear, 
before Richie led the way upstairs. 


"Grab our pyjamas and wet pack," Richie instructed Jon quietly. "I'll see you in the shower, angel." 


"Yes, Sir," Jon returned with a soft smile. 


Next Morning 
Jon POV 
The sun was streaming through the crack in the curtains when Jon opened his eyes. He'd woken with a start 


and looked around in confusion. It took a moment to remember that they were in his mother's place in Miami 


and that they'd promised to go to the beach for a walk with her last night. 


He rolled his head to the side and snorted softly when he saw his husband's head half buried under his pillows. 


A soft knock on the door broke the silence of the room, and then his mother said through the door, "Boys..do 


you want to come to the beach?" 
"Is there coffee first, Mom?" he replied to which Richie grunted and buried himself further. 


"Of course, sweetheart. See you downstairs." Sunshine; his mom sounded like sunshine. Bright, cheerful, warm... 


happy. 

"Kay." Jon lay still for a moment, reflecting on last night. 

Brand obviously made his mom very happy; she even sounded happy at stupid o'clock in the morning. And Brand 
seemed like a nice enough guy when he and Richie had been speaking with him through the night. He was 
personable and yet Jon could sense that the steely-spined military man he used to be had been softened over 


the years. 


He'd even won Tony over by the end of the night. Richie had been right yet again, his brother had needed to 


sit in his own shit and stew in it for a while before he was willing to concede that he might have been wrong. 
Jon had come to love his brothers but Tony had been the prickliest son of a bitch to get to know when they 
first started out. It was just Tony's nature and instincts as a lawyer to be suspicious and to question anything 
that didn't feel right. That's what made him the top lawyer that he was today. Then Laura and their children 
had entered his life, and that was when Tony had allowed his marshmallow insides to show. 

Jon rolled to face his husband and pulled the pillow up to join him under it. 

"Mookie," he said, rubbing his nose against Richie's. "It's time to wake up, babe." 


His husband grunted. "Too early. Sleep." 


"We're going to the beach, remember?" Jon said, speaking as he used to for Sebastian and Lia. "It'll be fun. The 


ocean, the sand." 
"Can | drown you?" Richie mumbled 

Jon chuckled. "You could try but you'd have my mother to contend with" 

Richie huffed. He still hadn't opened his eyes yet 

Carrying through on his bratty nature, Jon peeled open one of his husband's eyes. "Please, Sir," he purred, 


which turned into a soft yelp when Richie dragged him hard against him with such speed that Jon didn't have 


a moment to save himself. 


| should spank you good and proper," his husband growled into Jon's ear, "but you'd enjoy it too much and 
after last night, I'm still going to have trouble looking your mom in the face." 


Jon snorted in amusement. They'd pleasured each other in the shower before bed, then found themselves 
bearing witness to Carol and Brand's own moans of pleasure, audible even through the walls separating them, 


not long after he and Richie had moved from the bathroom to the spare room. 
"How do you think | feel?" Jon exclaimed. 


Richie's hand went exploring beneath the sheet and hummed. "Warm..and soft," he said, cupping Jon's flaccid 
dick in his hand. "I can rectify that for you," he added, giving the appendage a little squeeze. 


"No! Not now, Mookie," Jon squeaked, extricating himself quickly before things got out of hand. He expertly 
rolled out of bed as Richie started reaching for him again and placed his feet on the floor. 


"C'mon, babe. Haul that fine ass outta bed," he said, standing and dropping his pyjama pants, worn for modesty. 
He bent and retrieved his boardshorts from the suitcase only to feel a sharp, stinging slap to one cheek Jon 


yelped loudly before he turned, glared at his husband and rubbed at his ass. "What was that for?" he cried. 


"There'll be more of where that came from if you flaunt that ass at me this early in the morning, angel," 


Richie threatened lightly. "Now get dressed" 


"Yes, Sir," Jon smiled, biting his bottom lip. He felt the flutter deep down in the pit of his stomach as he 


dressed, watching every move Richie made as he made his way out of bed. 


His pyjamas hung precariously from his hips, leaving the expanse of stomach and chest with its smooth light 
caramel-coloured skin, though starting to sag in places, that still turned Jon on immensely. Richie's hair was 
sticking up in all directions from being buried beneath the pillows and he scrubbed at his face in an effort to 
wake up fully. 


Within the half hour they were both dressed and somewhat awake after a cup of Italian espresso coffee that 
Brand had made before climbing into the ageing pickup truck that sat in the driveway. 


"I know you said you wouldn't tell your brothers, Jon, but | hope you don't mind that Brand stayed last night,” 
Carol said as the man in question backed his truck out of the drive and started navigating through the streets. 


‘Its your home, Mom," Jon said with a shrug in his tone. "If you'd prefer your privacy, we can catch the flight 
back with the others today." 


Jon saw the glance between his mom and Brand but Carol responded with a protest. "I'm not chasing you out, 


Jonny. | love having you visit, you know that." 


Jon felt Richie nudge his leg beside him. Jon looked over and saw the slight smirk and he felt the brat in him 
stir. "Well..you know..if we're not cramping your style or whatever you two kids get up to after dark," he 


chuckled. 


Both his mom and Brand were silent for nanosecond before Brand smacked the wheel of the car and burst out 


laughing, while his mom did a double take in surprise. 


"I think we've been sprung, pretty lady." Brand laughed again, hooked his hand behind Carol's neck and pulled her 


to him across the bench seat for a smacking kiss. 


When the kiss finished, Carol turned in her seat and, lowering her sunglasses down the bridge of her nose, said, 
"Probably the same thing you get up to in the shower, young man" 


This time it was Jon that was left gaping at his mother's comment. 


"You walked right into that one, Cowboy!" Richie chuckled when Jon collapsed against the back of the seat, 


grinning in good humour. 
Brand pulled up at the closest beach not long after and everyone tumbled from the cab of the truck. 


Even though he and Richie lived close to the Jersey shoreline, there was something extra special about being 
down in Miami and sinking their toes into the softer sand. Everything looked fresher, cleaner somehow. It 
reminded him of their time in Hawaii. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, taking the salty air deep into his 


lungs. 

The sun glinted off the ocean, gulls circled on the breeze as the waves crashed onto the sand. Jon sighed 
happily and thought how life couldn't get much better, as he pulled his cap down over his hair, adjusting it to 
sit properly. 

"We'll see you down there," his mother said, taking Brand's hand and aiming toward the pathway to the dunes. 


Richie held his hand out to him and Jon happily slid his fingers in between his husband's. 


"I'd kill for another coffee about now," Richie said as they followed the path down to the sand. "Or better yet, 


another couple of hours of sleep." 


"This is better for you," he replied, patting his husband's belly that had started to pooch a little more with 
each year. "I'd say we'd have breakfast after the walk but we've got brunch at Matty's remember?" 


"I hope there's no repeat performance of last night," Richie moaned. "I don't think | can handle Tony's bullshit 
this early in the morning. | was half tempted last night to gag him." 


Jon hummed in agreement as a flash of his brother being ball gagged by Richie appeared unexpected in his 
mind. He let out a bubble of laughter as the image came to life in his mind's eye. Then Frank N' Sixxer, in his 


full dominant glory, popped into his vision, which made him laugh even harder. 


By now, Jon was laughing so hard that he had to stop and double over before the stitch in his side grabbed 
ahold of him. 


"What the fuck is wrong with you, Cowboy?" Richie asked, looking clearly confused by Jon's antics 

"Firstly, | had a vision of you ball-gagging Tony," Jon chuckled as he wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand 
"| was just thinking of one of your socks," Richie shrugged, "but a ball gag would work better: 

"Why my sock? Yours are nastier!" 

"Hey, | didn't wanna kill the guy in front of everyone!" he exclaimed 


"Anyway," Jon continued with an eyeroll, "then Master Nikki popped in there as well, saying something about 


learning some control, and..well, | think you can guess the rest." 


Jon's explanation had Richie laughing just as hard as he had been. "Well, if he pulls that kinda stunt again today, 


l'm gonna recommend him to Nikki for that kinda therapy session” 

They'd reached the water's edge and the waves crashed against their legs as they walked, following Carol and 
Brand's footsteps. They were a fair distance away from Jon and Richie, walking arm in arm as they were, 
stopping to kiss now and again and Jon smiled, feeling content. 

"Mookie?" 


"Hmm?" 


"Let's go home, today" he said, leaning his head on Richie's shoulder. "Mom looks happy..wait, Mom is happy and 


that's all we can ask for." 


"Are you sure?" Richie asked. "About going home, | mean. We could get a hotel along the beach here?" He 
pointed to the row upon row of highrise that skimmed the stretch of beach. 


"l'm sure," Jon nodded. "Matt can let us know if Mom needs us for anything. But | think they deserve a bit of 
space after all the shit that went down at dinner, don't you?" 


‘See?! Now, that's why | love you, Cowboy," Richie said, tugging Jon to a stop. "You're the smart one out of the 
three of you," he said, dropping a kiss to Jon's mouth. 


Jon let himself relax into the kiss until an errant wave crashed behind him, sending cold sea water over his 


back, pulling him away from his husband with a gasp. 
"Guess you're gonna need another shower when you get back, angel ," Richie said with a lascivious grin 


v% 


Chapter Six 


Author's Notes: 
Well, folks, that's it; that's Carol's continuation story told, so I'd like to officially welcome Brand to the family 


since he's been given the all-clear from the boys. 


For those that have been reading Animal In Me over on the Motley Crue pages, there will be a bonus chapter 
dropping in the near future since you're all thirsty for some smut@® 


| hope you've enjoyed this mini-book..not sure as yet, what will hit the pipeline next but I'll keep you informed, 


as always. 


Biggest of big thanks, as per usual, goes to Esayel for squeezing the beta work for this story in between her 
work on Take It Off and home life. 


Post Sunday Brunch 

Matt and Ronnie's home 

Richie POV 

"So let me see if I've got this straight," Brand said to the adults who were relaxing in the family room whilst 
the four children watched cartoons or played in the childrens’ room. Later when the heat of the day had 
passed they would all move outside, but for the moment the air-conditioned house was a welcome relief from 
the midday sun. "The two, polite, young ladies are Chloe and Emily?" 


"That's right," Matt nodded. "Chloe is our eldest and Emily is Tony and Laura's youngest." 


"Ah, that's right," Brand smiled. "Emily is eight. She told me several times when she pointed out how much 
older she is than Andrew and..Hannah? Did | get that right?" 


"You did," Ronnie smiled and nodded her agreement. 


"Emily was very determined to come with us," Laura smiled. "She loves visiting with her big cousin Chloe, 


although she's always rather less eager to see Andrew or Hannah.” 


"Do you blame her?" Tony said, with a sideways glance at Matt. "Andrew is one little hellion in the making." 


"Watch who you're calling a hellion," Matt growled lightly, before cracking a smile. "Not that you're wrong there 
though!" 


"Most boys go through that stage," Brand commented. "Rory certainly did” 
"As did the rest of ours," Tony sighed. 


"You have the three older boys," Brand said, waving his finger between Tony and Laura. "Did | get all that 
straight?" 


"Yes. Good memory for such an overload of information last night," Laura smiled. "Sean is 26 and Benjamin is 
23. They are siblings who we adopted when they were barely teenagers. They'd been orphaned suddenly and 
never really settled into the foster system well, because of the shock of losing their biological parents." 


Brand made a sympathetic noise. 


"Then there is Kye who we also adopted as a preteen. His mother had passed when he was small and lived with 
his grandmother until she passed, leaving him with no one. He was very shut-down when he came to us but 


he's slowly improving. He's 18 now." 
"You are brave taking on teenagers," Brand commented. 


"Maybe, maybe not," Tony shrugged. "It just seemed like the right thing to do, especially considering we both 


practice in Family Law." 
"Tell me about that," Brand encouraged and Tony easily warmed up to the topic of conversation. 


Richie watched the gentle banter between the men with no small amount of relief. Thankfully, the tensions of 
the previous night's dinner seemed to have finally been left behind with the empty bottles and the two Blake 


boys had apparently accepted Brand's presence in Carol's life. 


Glancing down to where Jon sat on the floor at his feet, he idly reached out and carded his fingers through 
his lover's hair. Jon turned slightly and gave him a grin, before deliberately lowering his gaze. Richie smiled as 
he remembered how, to reduce their own stress levels and as a reward for Jon's good behaviour the previous 
night, they had employed a few of Master Nikki's techniques and suggestions. Memories of Sir's thoroughly 
debauched angel flooded his mind. Obviously aware of the effect he was having, Jon glanced back up and winked. 
Shifting in his seat, Richie was forced to surreptitiously adjust himself before returning his attention to the 


conversation, which had continued unabated. 
"| gather you've left your children at home too, Jon?" Brand was just asking his husband. 


"Yeah," Jon replied. "Seb is holding down the fort at the Rosie's, whilst Lia is at home with Jordan and baby JJ." 


"| remember," Brand nodded at Carol. "She's the one who made this pretty lady a great-grandmother." 

"And is doing it again," Carol replied excitedly. "That tiny Babygro was certainly a novel birthday gift.” 

Richie laughed at that. "We're waiting to hear about Sylvie's reaction from Nick when they get home," he 
commented, causing most of the gathering to laugh along with him, knowing Sylvie and her penchant for 
becoming overly excited. 

"Sylvie and Nick are Jordan's parents," Carol explained to Brand who looked rather perplexed. 

"Jordy and Seb are as close as brothers," Jon added. "They met in elementary school and became fast friends 
and our two families from then on, were joined at the hip basically..which is why the union between Jordan and 
Lia was kind of weird at first." 

"I can certainly see why it would," Brand said. "And your son, Seb?" he asked, seeking confirmation 

"Uh huh," Jon nodded. 


"What does he do?" 


"He now runs the bar for us," Richie offered. "We still keep an overall eye on things and help out when needed. 


But we don't have to worry about it when we're travelling." 
"What kind of bar is it, Richie?" 


"Mixed business, really," he replied, settling into the subject that was close to his heart. "Started off as a run 


down joint in the industrial area. We worked it.." 


‘Mookie worked it the most in the early days," Jon interrupted. "We were lucky we were able to live in the loft 


so there was no travel to and from the old apartment for him." 


" We built it up," Richie continued, refusing to take all the credit, for truth, Jon did as much as he had once 
they'd moved into the loft. "Remodelled the interior and changed it from just a bar to a bar and restaurant, 
with a space for live music, and it's thrived ever since. The best nights are always when we get live acts in 


and also our family nights." 


"As soon as Seb and Jordan were old enough," Jon added, "they started working for us too. From glass 


collection to bussing tables to management." 


"Not to mention it was their place to pick up all the chicks," Richie chuckled. 


"Yeah, our boys are frequent visitors, too," Tony sighed. "Rosie's is, for the next generation cousins, what The 


Jester was to us, isn't it, Matty?" he said. 


"Oh, god," Matt groaned. "The Jester..that brings back memories. We'd walk home just to sober up and then 
somehow get back there the next day to get our cars." 


"Not somehow," Carol interjected. "| remember having to drive you both back there. | have my suspicions that 
there were days that you weren't really fit to drive. You're just lucky that your dad was so well respected, 
while he was alive, that you got away with a lot more than you should've." 


"They were the good nights, Mom," Tony said, "when we were sober enough to know we weren't gonna hurl in 


your car." 


"Ugh," Carol grimaced with a wrinkled nose. "Thank goodness | didn't know all that at the time. And | don't want 


to know how many times you walked home." 


"It's a teenager's right of passage, Mom," he answered, "to walk home in the small hours of the morning with 
your buddies who are equally as drunk. And if you were smart, you'd drop them off first so you'd be partially 
sobered up by the time you got home." His comment was hailed as true and correct by his brother as their 


wives looked at them incredulously. 


Richie ruffled Jon's hair, scraping his fingernails gently against his scalp as the family debated the pros and 
cons of the theory of the order of drop offs as teenage tearaways. Jon shifted closer to Richie's legs, resting 


his arm on his lap. 

They knew Sebastian had had his moments of rebellion but he and Jon had always given their son and his 
friends a safe haven to sleep it off by utilising the loft and as a result, they usually kept the worst of their 
shenanigans confined to Rosie's. 

"Well, | hope all your boys are all taking care of themselves after dark these days," Brand said as the noise 
level dropped back "From what | understand, the streets of New York and New Jersey are not the safest place 


for teenagers or young adults.” 


Richie couldn't prevent himself from reacting. At his feet he felt Jon stiffen as most of the room's occupants 
suddenly fell silent, throwing sideways glances at Carol or Jon and himself. 


"What? Did | say something wrong?" Brand questioned looking around and taking in the faces that show various 
levels of awkwardness. 


Richie swallowed hard and cleared his throat before speaking. "No, you didn't say anything wrong." 


"But the happy family you see here today, isn't how some of us started out," Jon added. 


"Sweetheart," Carol sighed and placed a hand on Brand's knee, drawing his attention. "| guess it's time | told you 
a little bit more of my past. It's not a happy part, but you need to hear it before we consider taking our 
relationship any further.” 


"You know you don't." Brand started 

"Yes, | do," Carol insisted quietly, but firmly. 

"But, what about." Brand waved his hand in the direction of the rest of the family. 

"They all know this story," Carol sighed "Some of them, better than others. 

"If you're sure you want to tell me, pretty lady, then I'm listening," Brand affirmed 

"Im sure," Carol nodded. "Where to start.," she sighed before taking a deep breath and starting her tale. “I've 
told you about John and how we met in high school. We were deeply in love and already beginning to plan our 


future together after we graduated. But then | fell pregnant and my father was not happy, to say the least.” 


As Carol related the sad tale of her earlier life, Richie carefully observed all of those present in the room, but 
particularly Brand. He was pleased to see nothing but a look of sympathy on the older man's face, which only 
intensified as the story continued. 


When Carol, with tears openly streaming down her cheeks, reached the part where she was forced to leave 
Jon with the babysitter, he felt rather than saw his husband react. Jon silently slipped from his place by 
Richie's feet to kneel in front of his mother, offering support and comfort to her, his very presence a 
reminder to both of them that they had survived the events she was relating. As Richie watched, Carol took 


Jon's offered hands and squeezed them even as she continued to speak through her tears. 

Richie noticed Matt now also moving towards his mother, sitting down on the arm of the sofa and placing his 
arm around her shoulder offering his own comfort as she described her final descent into addiction and 
despair. Richie felt his heart rate jump as he was suddenly hit by the physical parallels with a similarly painful 


conversation, many years before. 


"So, how did you escape that life?" Brand asked, encouraging her to continue the story when she had 


apparently reached a crisis point. 
"I got lucky," Carol looked up and smiled through her tears. "I had a younger sister.” 


The rest of Carol's story, although still heartbreaking at times, was a happier tale, which she ended when she 


met Michael Blake in the small diner where she had found work 


"I think | already told you this part too," she smiled at Brand. 


"You did," he nodded, "But now | understand why you were so reluctant to tell me the rest. It's not the sort of 
conversation you want to have on a first date. Thank you for trusting me.” Brand leant across and kissed Carol 
on the nearest cheek. 

Richie found himself smiling at that small sign of just how close the two were already becoming. They seemed 
like a good match and both he and Jon were pleased to see that she appeared to be so happy. Around the 
room soft conversations were breaking out as the tension following Carol's disclosure slowly dissipated. Richie 
shamelessly listened in as Jon spoke quietly to the older couple, using the opportunity to gauge the states of 
mind of both Carol and Jon. 

"So how did the two of you find each other again?" Brand asked. 

'It was after I'd left the system," Jon hedged. "They didn't encourage me to look" 

‘I've heard that," Brand nodded. "I know the care system still has its problems, but at least it has been 
improved since that horrible paedophilia case that came to light back in the early ‘80s." A sudden stillness 
permeated the air as once again heads started turning his way. 

"And why do | suddenly feel like | just stepped on another hidden landmine?" Brand trailed off. 

"Maybe, because you did,’ Tony growled, sotto voce. 

"Tony," Laura nudged her husband, "hush!" 

"Carol?" Brand queried softly. 

Carol shook her head slowly. "This time, it's not my story to tell" she sighed. 


"No, it's mine," Jon said quietly from his place on the floor. He'd moved away from his mother but not quite 


back to Richie's side. 
Wincing internally at his husband's resigned pose, Richie swiftly dropped to his knees behind him. Wrapping his 
arms around the smaller man he whispered in his ear, "You know you don't have to do this, Cowboy. You don't 


have to tell Brand. He doesn't need to know our dirty secrets." 


Jon turned his head and touched Richie's waiting lips with his own before pulling back. In that brief moment of 


contact Richie tried to infuse all his love and strength into his lover. 
"I think | do, Rich," Jon sighed, resignedly. “Better to get it over with now don'tcha agree?" 
"If that's what you want to do, you know I'll support you all the way," Richie said softly. 


"I hope so," Jon gave his lover an apologetic grin, "Cos you know that it's likely gonna out you too." 


| know and its not important. But you are and this has to be your choice." 


"| guess l'm as ready as I'll ever be." Jon gave Richie another soft kiss before turning his attention back to the 
room. He looked up at Carol and added, "And if Brand is going to be part of Mom's life..then he does need to 
know all the dirty secrets." 


Looking up, Richie saw Brand watching their interaction with a look of deep concern on his face. 


"I'm sorry Jon," he started, "but from your reaction, | have to guess that you were one of the unfortunate 


kids involved in the New Start case." 


| was," Jon nodded before adding, "but not just one of the kids. | was sorta the kid, the one who started the 


whole investigation when | reported them to the police." 


"| remember following the case as it went through the courts,’ Brand said. "| was horrified by the revelations 
themselves, but even more so that the whole stinking can of worms only came to light because of the one 
brave kid who went to the authorities after his prostitute boyfriend was attacked while working the stre..." 
Brand stopped suddenly and turned his gaze to Richie. 


"The penny just dropped, huh? Like Jon said, not everything or everyone in this family is quite what they 
seem," Richie smiled wryly as he paraphrased his husband. "Carol isn't the only one here who found themselves 
working the New Jersey streets. But in my case, | cant say l'm sorry for that time. If | hadn't been out there 
street-walking that night, | would never have found this one sleeping in a doorway." Richie tightened his arms 
around Jon, both taking in and offering strength to his husband. Jon responded with another brief kiss, before 
they turned their attention back to Brand, awaiting his reaction 


"You know... "Brand said slowly, watching Richie as he spoke, "I think your official biography might be missing a 


few of the more interesting details!" 
"My official..what the..2" Richie stuttered. 


"I get it though," Brand continued, "Its not the sort of thing you normally expect to find in a rockstar's 
biography is it, Mr Sambora ?" 


"You..you knew?!" Richie asked, surprised that Brand hadn't said anything before now. 


"Not immediately," Brand nodded. "It took me most of dinner before | put two and two together and realised 
where l'd seen your face before. | spent the rest of the evening wondering if it would be too gauche to ask 


you to sign my copies of your CDs before you go back north. 


Behind him Richie heard the rest of the family laughing, breaking the tension that had built up again at the 


second set of revelations. 


"Hey Rich, it looks like you might have another fanboy in the family," Tony called out, "though he's gonna be in 
good company, isn't he Matt?" 


"Hey, | might be a fanboy," Matt managed to get out between laughs, "but even | can't compete with Becca or 
Sylvie!" 


"Now, Becca," Brand turned to speak to Carol. "She's your niece if | remember correctly?" 


"Yes, Becca is my sister Maggie and Jack's daughter," Carol nodded. "She was a huge fan of Richie long before 
we found out about Jon. Being related certainly hasn't reduced her..enthusiasm. | think Maggie and Jack are 


coming down in a few weeks. You'll get to meet them then" 


Richie stood up and stretched his back before reaching down and offering Jon a hand. The two of them moved 
back to their vacant seats as the conversation flowed around them. Matt, who had remained seated beside 


Carol, was speaking to Brand. 

"So Brand," Matt asked, "if you really are another fanboy, which are your favourite tracks?" 

"Well, you've got a very descriptive, very evocative way of writing your lyrics," Brand said, taking in Richie 
with his gaze. "So I'd have to say The Answer is probably the favourite. Jilly, my wife, found comfort in your 
words so..thank you for that, Richie." 


"Oh, man," Richie exclaimed. "The pleasure is all mine. | kinda wrote that one with my Dad in mind. We lost him 


to cancer too, so | know how deeply it affects you." 
"How is Joan, Richie?" Carol asked. "I've been meaning to call her." 


"She's well," he nodded. "And good luck with that phone call. Mom's got a better social life than all the kids put 
together! Carol will need to bring you up to Jersey one day, Brand. I'll get the boys together and we'll put on a 


show so you can see Rosie's in all its glory.’ 
‘I'd really enjoy that, Richie," Brand said. "Thank you." 
"Just don't leave the Jack Daniels around for big bro there," Matt chuckled and Jon flipped him the bird. 


Ignoring the brotherly banter, Richie asked, "Are there any other songs that you particularly liked? And I'm not 


fishing for compliments, just curiosity." 


"Well..| guess I've always been a little haunted by Runaway . There's just something about that one that gets 
me everytime.’ Brand shrugged a little sheepishly before continuing. "| was surprised to see a different writer 


listed. I'd seen Jon's name on your previous albums and | knew he was your husband but, at that point, I'd 


never heard of David Rashbaum. | know he's made quite the name for himself these days but | was wondering 


how you came to meet him" 


Beside him, Jon laughed as Richie answered, "It's more a case of avoiding him and his tribe. They can be a 


little..overpowering at times." He stopped when he felt Jon's elbow hit his ribs. 


"David is my adoptive brother," Jon explained. "His father, Eddie Rashbaum, owned a music shop and was kind 
enough to give this underage runaway his first job. | worked for him at Rashbaum Music for many years, 
which, in turn, freed up David to attend Julliard. His wife Flo kinda adopted both of us," he indicated to himself 
and Richie, "and she and Eddie always looked out for us. They provided the love and stability we were lacking at 
the time. And they were the ones who stepped up to help us when we needed it most." Jon reached out and 
Richie took his hand squeezing in support. 


| had Eddie's business card in my wallet the night | was attacked," he took up the story. "Flo had been the one 


that insisted | carry it when | was working and, when | was found and taken to hospital, the police called them." 


"| don't know what would've happened without their help," Jon spoke again. "But after Richie and his parents 


reconciled, Flo and Eddie kinda became my parents and David my brother." 


"And l'm glad they did," Carol said softly, as much to reassure Brand that she didn't feel any resentment about 
the Rashbaum's role in Jon's life as to offer comfort to Jon. Richie met her gaze and acknowledged her 


thoughtfulness with a small smile. 


"Seb and Lia are so lucky," Jon continued. "They have three Grandmothers, who all spoil them rotten. Not sure 
about all the cousins they inherited though..they can be a handful." 


“Sometimes, yeah," Richie laughed. "Not that Seb is any better at times. But without David and his wife, 
Amber, our family wouldn't exist. Amber was the one who came to us and offered to be our surrogate. Both 


times. She is a wonderful person, loyal and a real force to be reckoned with when she puts her mind to 


something," Richie added. 


"Yeah, she is," Jon agreed. "David is more of a clown, but he's just as loyal to his friends and a very talented 


musician too." 


"When Jon wrote Runaway for Carol, | suggested he ask David to work with him and arrange it," Richie added. 
"They performed it together at our first Rosie's Thanksgiving Party." 


"I remember that, Jon," Matt commented. "It was very different to your album version, Richie, but just so 


evocative." 


"Hold up, soldier!" Brand said, suddenly sitting forward toward Richie. "Did you just say..°" Brand shifted and 


narrowed his gaze to Jon. "Is that true? Did you write Runaway..for Carol?" 


Jon nodded before saying, "Yeah. We'd only been reunited a few weeks before...and | just wanted to do 
something.” He shrugged, clearly unable to find the right words. He cleared his throat and continued, "I sang it 
the first night for Mom but Richie's version is okay too." 


"Hey! Just okay?!" Richie exclaimed. "Really, Cowboy? | think you can give me better praise than that." 
"You looking for a big head, Mookie?" Jon chuckled. 


He leaned closer to his husband and muttered, "I guess it depends on which head you're talking about now, 


doesn't it, babe." 
Jon spluttered and blushed furiously, muttering, "Jesus Christ," under his breath. 


The afternoon wore on until it was time for the travellers to be taken to the airport. Jon and Richie had 
decided to fly home with Tony, Laura and Emily, leaving easily now knowing that their mom was in good hands 
and that Brand seemed like a genuine person. 


Jon retrieved their luggage from the back of Brand's new model SUV, where they had placed it. Since Brand 
hadn't planned on staying at Carol's the previous night he needed to shower and change at his place, exchanging 
the old truck for the comfort and space of the new vehicle for the return trip. 


He'd explained to Jon and Richie when they were loading their travel gear, that the truck had been the first 
car that he and his wife had bought and that he was keeping it for sentimental value as well as financial gain; 


it had, apparently, become a much sought after classic. 


Goodbyes were said and tears wiped from Emily's cheeks as she said goodbye to her cousins, before they all 
piled into Matt's car in a similar fashion to the day before. Ronnie, Carol, Brand and the children waved as 


Matt reversed the car onto the street and drove off. 

"Well?" Richie asked the unspoken question. "Are you all satisfied that your Mom knows what she's doing?" 

"For myself," Jon started, "| never doubted Mom's side of things. It was Brand that was the unknown. | mean..if 
Mom's navigated herself through life until this point, then | think she's got enough smarts to judge a guy's 


character." 


Richie nodded approvingly. "One down, four to go," he said. "Any thoughts? Tony, have you got through your 


doom and gloom disaster phase yet?" 
"Bite me," Tony responded but without any heat to his words. "I guess | gotta agree with Jon. Though I'm still 
doing a background check when | get back to work this week. Can't be too careful, ya know. | mean.just because 


he seems like a nice guy, doesn't stop him from being a scammer." 


"He's very handsome for an older man," Laura added. "Not at all what | was picturing.” 


"What were you thinking he looked like?" Matt asked. 


"I think | was expecting the stereotypical old man..one that matched that truck we saw yesterday," she replied. 
"Not a skinny black jeans, rock t-shirt and Doc Marten boots type of guy.’ 


"Hmm," Matt hummed, then continued with, "So | guess we're all in agreement then. So far he's made Mom 


happy and that's all we can wish for..so he stays for the moment and we back off." 
"Sounds good," Jon said. 
"Yeah, man," Richie agreed. 


‘lm for that," Laura added as Emily whispered something before snuggling into her. "Emily says she likes Brand, 


too." 
Tony was the last to respond and all eyes turned his way. 


Fine,” Tony grumbled on a long sigh. "But I'm still doing that police check." 


**THE END** 


